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Columns

This past July we made 
a move to Sioux Center, 
Iowa. When I applied for 
my work visa at the U.S. 
border, the immigration 
off icer  had  only  one 

question for me: “Why Iowa?” The answer 
at that time was that I was going to work 
for a year at Dordt College. As we drove 
into Iowa, our U-Haul trailer in tow, we 
heard a radio show on the history and 
etymology of the word “corn” – a fitting 
introduction to this Midwestern state. 
However, there is much more to Iowa than 
corn, as I have discovered.

The first president of Dordt, B.J. Haan, 
recounts an incident in his memoirs when 
a former president of Calvin Seminary 
quipped to him in front of a group of 
colleagues, “How’s your little college 
coming along out there?” Haan was taken 
aback but quickly replied, “Well fellas, 
when you plant a little tree and every 
wind blows on it and every dog in the 
neighbourhood takes a turn at it and the 
tree still grows, that is going to be a good 
tree.” And indeed, during my time so far at 
Dordt College, I have observed a solid tree 
which has since grown on the Iowa plains.

I have been impressed with the strong 
commitment to Reformational thinking 
at Dordt College and its flourishing 
programs in areas close to my heart, such 

as engineering and computer science. 
People are tremendously hospitable. 
Within minutes of our arrival, a crew of 
Dordt professors met us at our house to 
help unload. For the first several weeks 
we were invited for dinner to numerous 
homes. My 13-year-old daughter likewise 
experienced tremendous hospitality as 
several girls from her grade reached out 
and befriended her, sending her messages 
even prior to our arrival in Sioux Center.

Milk jugs and more
However, as Canadians we gradually 
began to detect some differences in the 
culture, ranging from the mundane to 
the more perplexing. We are amazed that 
in this day and age, a town still exists 
where very few people lock their doors, 
bikes or cars. As someone who grew up 
in Toronto, I have not been able to relax 
my fastidious door-locking instincts. We 
were also surprised to see that most stores 
are still closed on Sundays (a weekly 
rhythm now lost in large cities) and most 
churches still have second services. As 
home delivery of mail was being phased 
out in Canada, we were delighted to arrive 
in the U.S. where home delivery is still 
the norm (including Saturdays!). We have 
also grown accustomed to the mournful 
train whistles in the night and the tornado 
warning siren that wails three times daily, 

at noon, 6 p.m. and 9 p.m. The first time we 
heard the test siren we considered dashing 
into the basement despite the clear blue sky 
overhead. Moreover, we have also learned 
to mimic the “farmer wave,” a ritual 
gesture in which you raise two fingers off 
the steering wheel to oncoming motorists 
as a friendly Midwestern greeting.

But some things seem still strange 
to my Canadian sensibilities. Seeing 
people routinely drive motorcycles without 
helmets seems foolhardy to my Canadian 
eyes. Being in Iowa, we also have a front-
row seat for the presidential primaries 
and the circus that U.S. politics can be to 
outside eyes. A Donald Trump political sign 
stands resolutely on the lawn a few doors 
down from us. And then there is the U.S. 
health care system. Despite having medical 
coverage, being required to pay a $30 
deductible at the family doctor would likely 
seem an abomination to many Canadians.

We have also observed the excitement 
surrounding high school and college 
sports, in particular football. We attended 
a few school football games, which were 
cultural experiences in and of themselves. 
Dordt’s football team comes equipped 
with the “cannon of Dordt,” a small 
canon enthusiastically fired whenever 

a touchdown is made. One local person 
confided that sports can border on the 
idolatrous here; however, I think Canada 
is not immune to this (albeit with different 
sports).

I am now convinced that getting milk 
in jugs is far superior to the Ontario 
practice of milk in bags. But there are other 
things that we have missed. We miss Tim 
Horton’s, but Sioux Center is home to The 
Fruited Plain, a delightful independent cafe 
run by two Dordt alumni which serves a 
wonderful cup of coffee (not to mention 
Spaghetti Wednesdays). And, of course, 
we have greatly missed our three oldest 
children who are currently attending 
Redeemer University College.

This past year was filled with many 
unexpected changes. At this time last year 
I would not have believed we would be 
in Iowa now. After the Christmas break, 
however, when we return to Sioux Center, 
if the border guard again asks “Why 
Iowa?” I will have much more to tell him 
about this place.

 I still remember when 
our Grade 10 agriculture 
teacher took the class to 
a nearby farm to watch 
a farmer plow a field of 
loamy soil. It was on a 

cold afternoon in October of 1964. We had 
just learned about topsoil and subsoil. The 
farmer was planting furrows about seven 
or eight inches deep, and below that we 
could see the yellowish subsoil. You do not 
want to plow deeper and bring up subsoil. 
Subsoil has no nutrients and it won’t grow 
crops. I have plowed up thousands of acres 
these past 51 years and I try not to bring up 
subsoil. When a bit does come up in places, 

it is mixed in with the good soil.
Some soils are only a few inches thick 

– on mountains, some deserts and arctic 
regions. Other soils can be more than six 
feet deep. Soil along the Nile River in 
Egypt is probably the deepest in the world 
at 92 feet. Very deep black soil is found in 
the Ukraine and in a few other places in 
the world. Topsoil is usually the top five to 
eight inches; below that, the subsoil may 
go down many feet.

The Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes 
says there is a time for everything, a season 
for every activity under heaven. There 
is a time to plant and a time to harvest. 
There’s no mention of plowing, which 
is understandable. It wasn’t until steel 
plows were invented in the early 1800s, 
and perfected by John Deere, that the rural 
landscape was changed by plowed fields.

Farmers plow for several reasons: to 
create a favourable seedbed for the spring-
planted crop (plowed land dries quicker); 
to add fertility to the soil by burying 
crop residues, sod, green cover crops and 
cattle manure, which will break down 

and become humus; to remove or help 
prevent the growth of weeds; to destroy 
insect pests and disease organisms; and 
to promote the circulation of air and water 
through the soil.

In other words, plowing allows you to 
integrate cover crops, compost, other organic 
material and mineral amendments into the 
soil. Without tillage, cover crops and residue 
form a thin layer of highly organic material 
on the surface of the soil instead of being 
distributed throughout the soil profile.

I have a European-made five-furrow 
rollover plow (five furrows or blades up 
and five down). You plow in the same 
furrow, which means all the furrows are 
turned the same way, leaving no ridges or 
dead furrows in the field. I can plow five to 
seven acres an hour in long fields. 

Tillage methods
Plows are equipped with coulters – round 
steel discs mounted immediately in front of 
the plow bottom – which revolve and cut 
through plant debris, such as the soybeans 
trash on the surface, making it easier for 
the plow to cover up stubble, trash and sod. 
I feel that farmers who follow the zero-
tillage practice tend to rely too heavily on 
chemical herbicides.

Most of the population doesn’t know 

the difference between a plow and tillage 
or seeding equipment. Numerous times I’m 
asked in the spring if I’m finished plowing. 
I explain that plowing is done in the fall 
and that farmers usually don’t plow in the 
spring. Spring plowing can dry out the soil, 
and you don’t want that in a dry summer. 
Spring field work consists of disking, 
cultivating, no-till seeding or conventional 
seeding. None of those machines look like 
a plow.

Then they’ll say, “Oh, well whatever you 
do on the land. I have no idea what all those 
machines are for.”

Plowing is a wonderful autumn job. It’s 
a wonderful sight to see the ground turned 
over in neat, straight furrows with no 
variation or grass showing in the furrows. 
Furrows should be smooth and consistent. 
Uneven plowing looks bad – almost as bad 
as referring to it by the wrong term. It does 
have one benefit, however: rough plowed 
fields dry quicker in the spring, but it’s hard 
on the operator as he bounces along in the 
tractor when he disks or cultivates.
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Plowing caps the 
year’s fieldwork      

Meindert van der Galien usually does a 
little custom plowing in the fall for neigh-
bours, after he does his own. He farms in 
eastern Ontario.

Derek Schuurman is currently a visiting 
professor at Dordt College. He moved to 
Sioux Center this past summer with his wife, 
Carina, and their youngest daughter.

Impressions from 
Sioux Center
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