
The first Pasture Walk of 2022 was held on the farm of Dan and Leah Chupp. The Chupps have an organic, rotational 
grazing dairy operation just north of M-60 on Born Street a couple miles northwest of Jones, MI.  The day of the Pasture 
Walk was unseasonably warm and sunny, with highs in the 80’s, bright but hazy sunshine and a nice breeze blowing, 
otherwise it would have felt very warm indeed! 

The group of 38 that met for the Walk was very diverse, with attendees representing a wide geographic area including 
south-central Michigan; Starke County, IN; Michigan City; Shipshewana; and LaGrange and Steuben Counties as well.  
NRCS was represented by a delegation from the Chupps’ home community of Cass County and by the Steuben County 
District Conservationist.  Amy Renkenberger and Martin Franke attended from the LaGrange County Conservation 
District. District Program Assistant Kyle Burchett was busy otherwise that day—also in Michigan—with a field trip of 
Westview 6th graders at Camp Amigo. We were also all pleased to have our “Professor Emeritus,” Dennis Wolheter, 
back with us for the May 2022 Pasture Walk.  In the introductions, Martin mentioned that Dennis, as livestock manage-
ment specialist for many years with the LaGrange County SWCD, had been instrumental, along with then District Con-
servationist Barry Bortner, in getting regular rotational pasture walk programs going back in the late 1990’s.  It was also 
nice to have Anneke Lolkus representing Organic Valley in attendance as well as Steve Hooley, who assists the Chupps 
in making fertility decisions. 

The history of the region surrounding the Chupp farm is quite interesting.  As a strong abolitionist state, Michigan 
passed legislation during and immediately following the American Civil War in the mid 1860’s encouraging the settle-
ment of freed African Americans in the state from states further to the south.  Cassopolis became a focal point of settle-
ment for many rural African American farmers at that time.  By the 1940’s and 50’s, many of the farm operations in Cass 
County were owned and operated by these families.  The hilly topography and sandy soils of the area did not necessarily 
lend themselves to large- scale row crop operation, but small livestock farms producing hogs and turkeys were success-
ful. 

Dan and Leah purchased just such a farm in 2002.  The land that they started with had once been a turkey operation 
with an old orchard also in place.  Neither Dan nor Leah (Dan grew up in the Shipshewana area; Leah in Elkhart Coun-
ty) came from farming backgrounds, but both had a desire to work in a farm setting at home with their family.  They 
were married in 2000 and purchased their original 40 acres and buildings in 2002. In 2007, Dan extensively rebuilt the 
turkey building, building a bank barn on the original walls. In late 2008, they purchased a ½ herd of mainly Jersey dairy 
cattle and started milking off site in partnership with another couple. That winter they remodeled the basement of the 
bank barn and installed a used swing 10 parlor there. By this time they had purchased the 40 acres across the road and 
planted it to pasture.  

In June ’09 they started milking on their own farm. For the next five years they operated a grazing dairy, calving mostly 
in the spring, outwintering the cows in a wooded area and shipping conventional milk. Dan owns and has operated Tri-
State Scabbling for many years but when he came home to farm he had others doing the traveling and concrete grooving. 
In 2014, with several large scabbling jobs scheduled, Dan was notified that his main subcontractor was leaving. The high 
conventional milk price that year had showed them that they could make a living from the dairy with those prices and 
enough land. They still only had about 35 cows and cow prices were high so Dan decided to sell the herd and take care 
of the scabbling work himself. 



They always had the goal, however, of getting back to the farm.  2015 brought them an opportunity to purchase neighbor-
ing land, and they started buying bottle heifers—Friesians this time. The family raised 35 bottle calves and began transi-
tioning to organic, purchasing an additional 41 heifers before starting the final transition year for the cows.  The snowball 
kept rolling down the hill for them, and with 2017 came an additional opportunity to again add to the acreage on their 
farm.  After outwintering the cows during 2013-14 Dan said he would not milk again without a barn. Having signed a 
contract with Organic Valley to begin shipping milk in Oct. ’17, they planned to build a freestall barn in the spring of that 
year. Unexpectedly, a tree fell on part of their house in January. No one was hurt, and Leah got to make some desired 
changes to the house, just not on a schedule that anyone had anticipated! Another unexpected opportunity was when a 
neighbor offered to sell 80 acres to the north, so it was a busy, expensive summer.  

Dan made some remarks to introduce his operation to the group.  The Chupps freshen mostly in the Fall-some Spring as 
well-initially with AI breeding and cleaning up with beef bulls, mostly Herefords and Angus.  He has come a long way in 
developing his farm into a dairy operation, expanding his acreage from 40 acres originally to currently around 270 

(mostly owned, a little rented), certifying as organic, rebuilding the 
dairy barn, and adding on a free stall barn, and installing a K-line 
pasture irrigation on the 35 acres that he grazes rotationally across 
the road from his buildings.  He stated that his greatest perceived 
need at this present time is in developing facilities and strategies for 
caring for his dry cows, which he promised to show the group near 
the end of the walk.  Currently, dry cows are outside in pasture and 
a wooded area.  Dan milks 65-75 cows.  To minimize overhead 
costs, he hires out most farming work to custom contractors, in-
cluding hay making (is all done wet-wrapped (about 75- 80 acres a 
year), and 40-45 of corn harvesting, most of it custom-chopped and 
bagged for silage. This year was the first time the Chupp’s produced 
enough of their own hay.  In the past, they have ordinarily pur-
chased 8-10 semi loads.   

Having purchased most of the farm ground at several different 
times, the land is spread out from the original 40 acres in every direction and across two different county roads, which 
sometimes adds some challenges to farm management.  The 35 acres of ground irrigated for rotational grazing is across 
the road from the farm buildings to the east.  This necessitates crossing the road with the dairy herd, which is done with 
the help of bungee “gates”, which was demonstrated by Dan and his daughter as the group crossed the road to look at 
forages and the irrigation system.  The K-Line irrigation is a pod system, moved around from place to place using a four-
wheeler ATV.  Dan mentioned that his ground is mostly very sandy.  To quote him “…in Michigan, we are always only 
four days away from a drought!”    This year, Dan reports that so far, precipitation has been more than adequate.  I believe 
most readers living in northeastern Indiana would agree with that! 

When asked about his fertility program, Dan responded that in accordance with his organic certification, he relies pri-
marily on manure application and regular soil tests to keep his soil healthy and his land productive.  Steve Hooley assists 
the Chupp’s in making decisions related to fertility and fertilizer application.  Besides his own dairy manure, Dan has at 
times in the past also purchased chicken manure or litter and occasionally a local pig farmer will provide hog manure. 
Since commercial fertilizer went up drastically in price, 
manure has also become very expensive and hard for him to 
obtain.  This year he is planning to experiment a bit with a 
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With prevailing soil conditions, the Chupps like to have a grazing mix 
on their irrigated grazing paddocks that includes orchard grass, white 
and red clover, ryegrass, birdsfoot trefoil, and chicory, as well as some 
alfalfa as well.  During a dry spell (Dan uses the rule of thumb that they 
need an inch of rain per week), the K-Line irrigation is used continuous-
ly to cover areas grazed by the cattle.  Water is supplied by a 10” irriga-
tion well.  As mentioned before, the K-Line is a pod system, moved 
around by 4-wheeler, and the system is designed to work best if moved 
while under pressure.  Dan says that makes for a nice cool off during hot 
weather!  A three- day pattern followed to move the irrigation covers 
the 35 acres of irrigated grazing paddocks.  Pastures are not renovated 
often. The northern-most area of the grazing land was replanted for the 
first time in the fall of ’21 to Renovator Plus, which contains Italian 
ryegrass, meadow, and tall fescue, as well as the other species previously 
mentioned.  Dan said that he purchased this seed from Prairie Creek 
Seed. 

While looking at the new seeding, Dan noted that he hopes it will hold up better than the organic seed mixes he has used in the 
past. Steve Hooley concurred, leading a discussion concerning soil health, productivity, and fertility. On an organic certified op-
eration such as this, Steve prefers to see organic forage species utilized, but he noted that the seed mixes previously used by the 
Chupps probably originated in different climate conditions, such as Denmark, resulting in poor persistence of the desired spe-
cies. He remarked on the importance of knowing the origin of the grazing mix so that you can determine whether climatic, drain-
age and soil conditions are similar enough to your own farm to ensure productive growth and feels that Prairie Creek Seed is ad-
dressing this issue with their seed mixes. 

The group paused in the grazing area to compare some attributes of beef grazing to dairy grazing.  Dan grazes his milk cows, but 
also feeds silage and feed mixed with a TMR mixer.  From the grazing paddocks, the group loaded onto a trailer and a wagon and 
headed to the north part of the farm.  Much of this area was planted to a flowering cover crop, blooming bright yellow the day of 
the pasture walk, which was a brassica, clover, rye mixture that had been flown on the previous fall.  Corn stubble from last year 
was also in evidence here.  Corn on the Chupp farm is used mainly for silage production.  About 4 acres was harvested by com-
bine last fall and the shelled corn ground and added to the TMR ration.  A neighbor also sells them roasted corn and roasted soy-
beans for this purpose as well. 

In the next field, we looked at a new seeding, planted about two weeks before the pasture walk.  This consisted of 5 legumes and 
10 grasses.  A green haze covered the field as this planting was starting to germinate well.  Dan reiterated that a mix such as this 
can maintain consistent productivity as a hay crop or as grazing forage, since the wide variety of species in the mix is able to 
withstand a wide variety of moisture, fertility, and temperature conditions.  Some of the species mentioned as being part of this 
mix included brome, timothy, alfalfa, orchard grass, tall and meadow fescue, as well as red and white clovers and birdsfoot trefoil.  
This field produced 4 cuttings of hay in 2021.  There was a short discussion in this area concerning interseeding as a way of perk-
ing up an existing forage stand.  Conventional wisdom dictates that this will work with most grasses and forbs, however, will 
not be successful with alfalfa due to the allelopathic affect the existing alfalfa will have on the new plants.  John Belork, analyzing 
the soil test results provided by Dan and looking at individual alfalfa plants, felt that color and condition of the forage indicated a 

lack of sulfur and boron.  Dan responded to this concern by saying 
that he was planning to apply gypsum to this field to meet this 
need. 

3:00 pm rolled around way too quickly for the group as we boarded 
the wagons again and headed back to the Chupp family headquar-
ters.  Part of the group walked back behind the free stall barn to 
the dry cow area and gave Dan some great ideas for better accom-
modations for them.  The rest headed for the barn and some relief 
from the intense spring sun to enjoy hard and soft homemade 
cheese, cookies, and cold drinks.  The Pasture Walk was concluded 
at around 3:30 pm, with everyone in attendance in agreement that 
this was a very good, informative event!  Our thanks to Dan, Leah, 
and the children for hosting an excellent pasture walk to start off 
the 2022 season.   

 


