operation. What we do is important,
helping feed the world.”
He’s also appreciative of the advantages
he’s enjoyed. Coming from a farm family,
his parents have passed on knowledge,
contacts and, of course, the farm itself.
“ﬁat’s what makes me preTy fortunate,
because geTing into the businesstI
don’t want to say I’ve been handed the
businesstbut the nice thing with a
Century Farm all of our ground, it’s
bought and paid for. You still have to buy
your seed, your fertilizer, your everyday
costs. You’ve got to keep your equipment
current, but I guess I’m so fortunate that I
don’t have a mortgage payment.”
It would be really tough, otherwise,
he says. “ﬁat’s why a lot of young people

can’t farm, because I just think you can’t
a—ord it.” In many places, he says, land
prices are just too high.
Good labor, too, contends Johnson, is
hard to ﬀnd, which means most farmers
need to invest in beTer equipment
to get more done with fewer hands.
“Technology is expensive, but it’s a guy’s
friend. You can do more with the newer
equipment, with less people, and I kind
of think you save more money in a year’s
time because maybe you don’t have to
hire two or three people.
“ﬁe farming season is also geTing
longer, so you either have more full-time
guys or you do it yourself. For example,
that’s why we’ve gone with the new hay
equipment,” he says of the Hesston by

Massey Ferguson 2170 balers. “ﬁat’s one
goal we’ve kind of worked, and I think
we’re doing preTy well with that.”
On the topic of equipment and land
costs, Johnson does o—er one bit of advice
to anyone geTing into farming: “You don’t
want to get overextended. You know, you
never want to get too far into the bank.
“Everything looks good on the
calculator when crop [prices] are high
and crops are good. I haven’t been around
that long, but long enough to know one
thingtyou can’t guarantee how high
they’re going to go, but I can guarantee
they will go back down. With the price
of everything these days, it’s preTy easy
to get in debt preTy heavily, and then it’s
tough to get back out of it.” —RB

doug sass
age: 31
oPeration: Monona, Iowa; 1,100 acres of corn (including seed corn) and soybeans. He helps his dad feed 500 head of cattle a year,
and they share some equipment. His parents farm 900 acres. Farm real estate, average value per acre in Iowa, 2007: $3,370; in 2011: $5,600
massey Ferguson equiPment: MF9690 combine; MF6490 and MF8160 tractors
dealer: Reiser Implement, Waukon, Iowa
PhilosoPhy: “A bad day on the farm is better than a good day in any other job.”
photo: denny eilers

and forth about marketing and input coststthings like that.”
Doug hauls seed corn on contract with Monsanto, which ﬀts
in well with his core business of growing commercial corn and
beans, since seed corn is harvested a month ahead of commercial
corn in his area.
Doug still farms the land of those kindly neighbors who made
his dream a reality back in high school. He has added to it and
would like to grow a liTle more, but in his part of Iowa, where
corn may average 200 bushels and beans 55 or 60 bushels per
acre without irrigation, competition is keen.
“I’m fairly well established now, but if land comes up for sale
or rent, you usually don’t even hear about it until the deal is
done,” he says. “And even though I’d like to grow, I don’t want to
be married to a big pile of debt. When there are good proﬀts like
there are now, I like to pay down some debt and maybe take a
long vacation in the winter.”
ﬁis winter he’ll dodge the north winds for a few weeks on
the beach at Pensacola, Fla., where his sister lives. ﬁen he’ll
return home to Iowa, charged up and ready for Year 15 of doing
what he loves most. “ﬁere is nothing else like this lifestyle,” he
says. “ﬁere’s something di—erent every day. You walk out the
front door, and there’s your work. You couldn’t pay me enough
money to live and work in the city.
Number of farmers in U.S. under 35 in 1978: 350,000

///

“Farming isn’t easy, but it’s so rewarding,” he adds. “In
spring you put your crops in and watch them grow, and in fall
the harvest is just amazing. If I ever call farming work, I’ve
slipped up. Even the seed corn business is fun, although it’s 15
to 16 hours a day during harvest. In 20 years, I hope I can be
doing the same thing I am right now. ﬁis is all I ever really
wanted to do.” —KW

Number in 2007: 70,000
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In Canada, farmers under 35: Down 60% since 1991
/// Winter 2011
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