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Minnesota River Interview Transcript
Richard Richard Handeen & Audrey Arner 
Moonstone Farms, Monteviedo, Minnesota
The Homestead
Richard Handeen: We are in my grandparents house here. I grew up thirteen miles north (where my father still lives). On that farm, we are not as close to a river there. I remember as a kid in Montevideo of a swimming area at the Chippewa River in the park. [Swimming in the Chippewa] was something I could do as a kid.  That water was clean enough, nobody was concerned about that as a problem. That was around 1955 or 1956.

This is where my great grandfather started his farming in Minnesota with his wife Johanna [Johann and Johanna] in 1872.  The land was railroad property at the time.  I used to visit my grandparents here and this house was built in 1920.  There was no running water, there was a windmill, and wood heat. 

Audrey Arner: One thing that strikes me about your grandparents is that they were driven by a conservation ethic. Your grandparents wrote about these issues for the Montevideo American. Also, when the drainage system was being put in place, they chose not to ditch and connect into the system when it came through our farm. So we don’t have a lot of tiling here. There are no open inlets on our property.

Drainage Pond

We can measure the accumulation since that pond was put in terms of feet of siltation. We also get to witness the difference in the groundwater that feeds that.  During a heavy rain event how that changes as the open tile inlets from the neighboring row crop fields feed into [the pond] and turn it chocolate brown whereas the water that is flowing overland, on our farm through perrenial cover, stays clear.  

[Standing in front of the drainage pond]  So, this in the water down here is the outlet for the tile that draws from about two miles away from conventional corn and soybean production and then comes under our grassland.  So, during times like this when there hasn’t been a big rain event, the water that flows through is all subterranean, groundwater. If we get a big rain event, then the water flows into those open inlets in the neighboring conventional row crop ground and silt will come flowing through here turning that nice and chocolaty.  In the spring during the snow melt, we always give a daily monitoring down here to see the water that melts off the grassland. Our property is all is perennial crops and grassland.  What comes through this culvert is what has melted off the surface and is a pleasant light herbal tea color, but transparent.  Then it mixes with the chocolate color here.

Audrey Arner: Richard reminded me the other day that this [culvert] was repaired fifteen years ago. It spilled down into the stream and now there has been enough silt collected that you can see the delta that is forming here. [The sediment is coming] not from over there, but over here (row crop land).  It has required some maintenance. I think every ten or twenty years maybe, they dig this out. It hasn’t been done for a while now, but it certainly represents the accumulation of silt off cropland that used to be up in the watershed that is now underneath this clear flowing water.  

We are about two miles from the Minnesota River and this river [Moon Creek] flows directly into the Minnesota River. Somebody told me once that ninety percent of the waterway miles that make up the Minnesota River Basin is made up of little streams like this, just thousands and thousands of them that cumulatively have a large effect but often doesn’t receive the amount of attention that larger waterways get.

The Farm

Audrey Arner: Like most of the farms in our area, this used to be a soybean, corn mix. I don’t really fault people for doing that, it’s what the program has rewarded people for doing, the people’s equipment is for, and what people have the skill set is for.  We made a choice because we wanted to better manage our 240-acre home. Just living and working our land, we started perennializing our farm. We did that first by planting alfalfa in our pastures and eventually creating more diverse pastures.  We have also, along the ridge there, planted a matrix of cross paths of conservation tree plantings throughout the farm.  They are diverse and we have forty-two different species of trees planted on forty acres. Now there are tree plantings through what was once giant fields.  

We planted alfalfa in the late eighties and we then bought cows in 1991 when we realized we needed to boost the value of what we are trying to do here.  Cattle enabled us to do that. It was kind of a scary thing because neither of us had much experience raising livestock. We had to decide where to put fences and had insecurity about that so we just decided to put them up and change them later if we needed to.  We went slowly and I really advise young farmers or people in transition to keep that in mind—to go slowly enough to develop your own skills, not to put yourself in financial risk, and to watch what is going on biologically as a result your decision-making.  

We got involved with the Environmental Quality Center Program and that helped a lot with our fencing and water system.  These tree plantings are from the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and that’s been helpful.  There is some counterbalance to the recognition that you’re stepping away from a strong incentive to stick with a program.  We have been rewarded by concerned consumers who understand what we want to do and want to support us as well.

The Pond
Richard Handeen: One of our dreams was to have a pond on our farm. We moved back here after college and with help of my father and my neighbor, we got this project going.  There is a dam at that end. We also had technical assistance from what’s now NRCS and the conservation service and a cost share working with the conservation district. That began our relationship with them.  

This is really the place where we monitor the circulatory system of the farm.  There is constantly water flowing in, most all year long. Sometimes in the driest of summers it trickles down to almost nothing, so at that point evaporation will take out some, so there is an actual flow.  The depth of this is fifteen to eighteen feet out in the deepest part out there.  You can probe it now and you will find four to five feet of muck settled in there from this opportunity for fast moving water with silt from fields to slow down.  The Walleye fry that we put in here the last two springs did not survive either summer because it probably got too warm, they may have survived if it were deeper.  So we suffer some consequences for harboring the silt here, but then on the other hand, it doesn’t get to the Minnesota River.  

The river is about two more miles past the impoundment and it goes through a ravine much like this one before we but the dam in. It meanders through pasture and what was a feedlot and a program helped our neighbors get the cows off the stream directly. It then goes through some wooded area before it reaches the river.  

[In the pond] this year [2007], we experienced an early algae bloom in May. That was just spotty, but then it disappeared. In August, we had beautiful swimming. The biology of the pond changes constantly. We had a couple years of heavy algal growth with a floating plant called Yellow Blossom Crowfoot, but then it disappeared.  We had a big algal bloom one year and we thought it was due to excessive phosphorus. We had a local technician come and test the water and we found that we were low in phosphorus.  Some other nutrient must have been causing it. [The pond] is always changing and will continue to do so. Maybe as land management changes in the upper reaches of the watershed, it will improve. 

Monitoring

Audrey Arner: Something that I learned from Del Wehrspann. In spring, I took two mason jars. One the drainage outlet, and one from the drain from our fields. We know that we are holding more water on our landscape. I put the jars on the windowsill and after the sediment had settled out, there was a proliferation of algae in the one that had more sediment because phosphorus hangs on to soil particles. So we were able to witness these on the windowsill, the propensity for growth from that water source. The other one stayed pretty stable and just continued to look like light tea.


Moonstone Creek
Audrey Arner: Well this is Moonestone Creek. We are a direct tributary to the Minnesota River so this is our watershed.  We try to keep conscience about the impact of our land use practices and our lifestyle on the quality of this water because we swim in it and because it’s part of our life-blood, the circulatory system of the planet.  It’s something that we monitor, the quality of the water, to give us an indication of the general health of the ecosystem. We realized that’s just one of the indicators and then if it’s doing well or doing poorly that means that there’s also indication that needs to be taken in account about what kind of biological succession is taking place in the watershed -- how good of a job we’re doing at harnessing solar energy, how well the soil surface is being cared for, and how nutrients are flowing in the whole system.

So the river is a big indicator of how everything else is doing and right here it’s pretty good.  We feel okay swimming in it.  We aren’t drinking it yet, I’m not sure that day will come since we’ve captured so much water here from some fields that we have no control over. We’re not sure what all ends up in the water, we don’t test for everything.

Grassed Waterway
Audrey Arner: We have a responsibility to the river, and by that I mean we have a responsibility to the water that moves off of our farm. One of the things we’re doing this year to suppress algae production is something we learned from our watershed technician Paul Wymar [Chippewa River Watershed Project]. We’ve created a barley straw field here farther up where the creek turns into the pond so all the water passes through the barley straw.  I’m not sure how it works; I just know that is works.  We’ve had varying degrees of algal blooms here in the past.  It’s one measure that the things we do are making a difference.
Every once in a while we just kind of dig into this bale and spread a little more out. You can see that right in this area it’s pretty good, a lot of nice habitat, a little lemna growing up top over there. Somebody more educated than I about the chemistry behind this, and maybe Paul’s the person, I read it but I haven’t retained it.  All the water that comes into the pond comes through here, and it comes through all the grass. This used to be livestock area, and we fenced them out of here so that if we wanted to we could judiciously flash graze through here. We could put the cattle here for a very short time and just move them through here if we wanted them to take down the vegetation to be able to foster new growth of something.  For the time being we’re just letting it act as sediment and other contaminant hamper from into this waterway that we have no control over, then it all passes through the barley straw.  We had a tiny bit of algae bloom early in the season before we did this, but not since we’ve put the barley in. It’s hard to find barley straw because we don’t have very much small grain diversity in the landscape.  We were glad to find that Tom Frenolds had grown barley and that he’d grown organic barley, so that’s what we used.
Beef, Vineyard, Pottery

Audrey Arner: Now our beef is our primary product coming off of our farm and we sell a little over half of that to restaurants in Minneapolis directly. We process at a United States Department of Agricultural Certified Facility to do that. We also process locally for people both from our region and the [Minneapolis/St. Paul] metropolitan area who are looking for bulk beef and quarters. We also have our little farm shop here and market to a variety of small retailers and restaurants in the region. 

We have an embryonic vineyard. It’s only about 400 vines and we’ll plant more once we get a really good handle on those. It has enabled us to further diversify our landscape with perennials and also to tap into an emerging aspect of culture here in the upper Minnesota River Valley. We also collaborate with other members of our association, the wine growers of the Upper Minnesota River Valley. We learn from each other about grape varieties, about site selection, pest management and really the deep knowledge that is required to learn about grape plant biology. That is all for the service of making grape products, primarily wine. So the wines that are coming out of our region are mostly Frontenac, and Frontenac Gris. Marquette will be coming up soon as a lot of people planted Marquette this year so they’ll be in the up-and-coming variety that holds the promise for a nice drier table wine that everybody is used to. We are also helping to educate the wine consumers in our region that Merlot and Cabernet and Chardonnay do not grow here. So, if people are challenged with Minnesota wines, I say learn to like them. They are pleasantly palatable and delicious and impart the taste that are specific to the terroir of our place here in the upper Minnesota River Valley. 

We also participate in the Minnesota River Valley Arts Meander. Richard is a potter and so that’s our primary art product in this area. Pottery is something we can do during down times when the snow comes or when all the hay is made or whenever we can fit it in. It’s a way that we can plug in to the larger community as both arts producers and artisan food producers. Helping to link the art community with the emerging local foods aficionados and producers to bring civilization to a new level here in this place that we are committed to for the long term.           
Living on the Water

Audrey Arner: I grew up on a trout stream in Eastern Pennsylvania.  I knew that I always had to live near water. It’s just the reflection of myself in doing so and part of it is just having a place to swim where you can think about going to the lake in a couple of minutes and be in the water.  But it’s also just the soothing effect that the clean water has on the psyche, and especially if that water is healthful and life-giving.
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For more information about Moonstone Farm contact:
Richard Richard Handeen & Audrey Arner
9060 40th Street SW
Montevideo, MN 56265 
320-269-8971
www.prairiefare.com/moonstone/
�








�








Minnesota River Interviews – Arner & Richard Handeen






             1

