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Facing page Kirk (left) and Willie 
Venvertloh. This page Kirk and wife, 
Sarah, with the next generation of
Venvertlohs�James, Ella and Grace. 

EVEN WITH THE TREMENDOUS amount of change 
farming has undergone in the past half-century, one 
thing has remained the same. �at’s the need for each 
generation to help the next. 

“I was still in high school when Dad gave me a 
couple of li�le patches of land to farm as my own,” 
says 65-year-old Wilfred “Willie” Venvertloh of his 
early days working the land near Quincy, Ill. It was 
1965, and 32 years later he was doing much the same 
for his son Kirk. 

“�ere’s no way I could be doing this without 
Dad’s help,” Kirk admits. “In addition to the acres that 
he gave me to start farming, I bought my �rst farm in 
1998 when I was still in high school.” 

According to Kirk, his dad has provided more 
than just land to help get his son on his feet. Until 
his son started buying some of his own tractors 
and implements, Willie also provided much of the 
necessary equipment. 

“I also tried to give him advice or ideas when I 
could,” Willie adds. “Whether he listened and took 
my advice was up to him,” he grins.

“In the process, he probably allowed me to make 
more mistakes than I even realize,” Kirk counters. 
“But I do know that I’ve learned from the mistakes 

Without help �om the previous generation, 
today’s young farmers �nd it hard to get started. 
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I’ve made. On the other hand, I think the advice Dad 
gave me about never trying to hit the high in the 
grain market still holds true. If you sell it all at once, 
you can’t be playing the market. So if you sell some 
on the way up and keep watching for the market to 
change, you usually come out OK.” 

Today, Kirk, 34, farms about 600 acres, an 
operation consisting mostly of corn and soybeans, 
but also includes wheat, hay and pasture. Willie farms 
about 900 acres of corn and soybeans, along with 
about 15 acres of pure-stand alfalfa, and together 
the two raise ca�le. �ey’re also looking to expand, 
which, no ma�er one’s age, is di�cult due in large 
part to the scarcity of available farmland. 

Part of the problem is development. As the city 
of Quincy has expanded to the north, a few �elds 
the family once farmed have been swallowed up by 
suburban homes, big-box stores, shopping centers and 
country acreages�forcing the family itself to move. 
In the meantime, other �elds are being divided as the 
original owners pass away and the land is passed on 
to the children.

“We have at least a dozen landowners between us,” 
Kirk says. “I have �ve di�erent landlords just on the 
�elds I lease. We also have one �eld that we farm as 
one large continuous piece, yet it has three di�erent 
landlords. On the other hand, we have one �eld that 
is too small to farm, so about the only thing we can 
grow on it is hay.”

“We’re in contact with some of the landowners 
on a regular basis.” Willie adds. “Others, who are a 
generation or two away from farming, just want a 
check at the end of the year.” 

Ron Hanson professor of agribusiness at the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, understands 
completely. “Some children care more about the 
family farm itself, while others are only interested in 
how much money they may inherit from the parents’ 
estate,” says Hanson, who grew up on an Illinois farm. 

“It’s particularly hard on young farmers who are 
trying to build an operation when second- or 
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