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Editor's note: Central Michigan University students from the Department of Journalism (see 

photo for their names) spent the fall semester reporting on Michigan’s organic farming 

industry. CMU journalism instructor Tracy Burton, who is a freelance writer for the Daily 

News, led the team of students on visits to farms in Alma, Hersey and Rosebush. Students also 

interviewed experts locally, across the state and nation for the two-day package. This is the 

first installment. 

 

The engine is idling. The tank is full. The refrigerated truck is stocked. After all, it’s Tuesday, one 

of the Hilhof Dairy Farm’s two weekly delivery days. The organic, glass-bottled operation — the 

only one of its kind in the state — delivers throughout the heart of Michigan, from Big Rapids to 

Midland. 

At 7:45 a.m., farm owner Will Straathof makes the almost five-foot jump into the cab of the 

truck. The cooler’s thermometer reads 33.8 degrees. The odometer is at 261,137 miles — an 

indicator of the truck’s many travels. 

Straathof, 53, is no stranger to Michigan farming. He grew up working with his father on the 

same 365-acre farm he manages today. The decades of strenuous labor haven’t hardened him; 

his tall, oxen build and Hulk Hogan-like mustache stand in contrast to his kind eyes and 

pleasant demeanor. 

He reviews his clipboard of the day’s schedule. There are 10 stores on the list. The first location 

is Currie’s, a BP gas station in Big Rapids. 

“I never thought I would sell my milk out of a gas station, but it works,” Straathof said with a 

slight laugh. “And here we are.” 

After filling a shelf with his non-homogenized milk, Straathof heads to the front of the store to 

collect his payment from owner Pat Currie, who raves about the soaring demand for Hilhof 

products. 

“All the conscientious mothers will be in by 10 o’clock. They love this milk,” Currie said. “I’ll be 

empty by tomorrow night.” 



The Straathofs are committed to stocking shelves in 52 stores in Cadillac, Grand Rapids, 

Rosebush, Kalamazoo and many places in between, but shortages of Hilhof milk are a concern 

for many vendors. The farm only milks 40 cows, and delivers to each location once per week. 

The milk can be found in Midland at Eastman Party Store and Nature’s Gift Organic Market. 

As Straathof exits through the back of the store, he retrieves the empty, used containers, each 

returned by customers for a $2 deposit, organizes them into a crate and stores them in the rear 

of the truck. The glass bottles are taken back to the farm in Hersey each week to undergo 

thorough sanitization and refilling. 

At his next stop, All About Health Market in Big Rapids, he scans the small cooler inside the 

hodgepodge shop, looking perplexed. 

“Where you hiding the milk?” he asked. 

“We just can’t keep it in,” responded assistant manager Gloria Shellenbarger. “We’re out by 

Thursday.” 

Straathof nods. He’s heard this before. It’s a common theme that he will continue hearing 

throughout his entire route — his customers want more milk. Stores across the state — including 

those in Ann Arbor and Lansing — continuously request to start selling his uncommon, glass-

bottled milk, but he just can’t commit to the demand right now. 

The Straathofs are unable to expand their operation as their facility is working overtime and 

cannot support more dairy cows. However, Straathof is looking into the possibility of purchasing 

additional organic milk from an area farmer to bottle and distribute. 

Struggle to meet the demand hasn’t always been his primary stressor, though. 

Straathof studied chemical input-based agriculture at Michigan State University in 1981 and 

1982. During his conventional farming years, he dealt with sick cows on numerous occasions 

and monthly vet bills in the thousands, forcing the farm into the red. He was convinced selling 

his farm would be the only option. 

In a fateful move, his wife, Connie, suggested they look into organic methods to improve the 

health of their cows. At a presentation about organic farming, the couple was introduced to a 

new way of thinking. They began the transition to organic in 1995. 



“The hardest part was unwashing your brain,” Straathof said about training himself to farm 

without the use of antibiotics and synthetic pesticides, everything he had been taught to do for 

so many years. “Now we would never turn back.” 

Today the healthy herd has no need for frequent vet visits. Moofasa, Moodana, Moobama — and 

the other cows — maintain their wellness through a natural diet of fresh grass and iodine-rich 

kelp, a seaweed with properties that help cows ward off some common ailments. 

Hilhof sells a variety of dairy-based products, including whole milk, skim, two percent, 

chocolate, heavy cream and eggnog during the holiday season. The chocolate milk, which has 

been described like drinking a fudgsicle, is a mixture of the farm’s smooth whole milk and rich 

organic Swiss cocoa. 

Livonia natives Charles and Monika Knudson have been faithful customers since 2009. Charles 

said he thinks the other milk that people typically buy in the grocery store tastes like it’s watered 

down. “Even kids know the difference,” he said, adding that when his grandchildren visit, the 

first thing they do is raid the fridge for the Hilhof milk. 

The market for organic dairy is growing fast — very fast. Farmers across the country are working 

diligently to increase supply. In nearly two decades, the number of certified organic dairy cows 

grew from 2,265 in 1992 to 254,771 in 2011, according to the United States Department of 

Agriculture. 

Market for ‘better food’ on the rise 

Inability to keep up with the demand for organics isn’t exclusive to the dairy sector. 

According to the USDA, the combined acres of Michigan organic cropland and pasture have 

gone from 16,762 acres in 1997 to 69,861 in 2011. 

Jim and Pat Graham, owners of a plant in Rosebush, have been scrambling to supply vendors 

with their fresh organic sausages, cuts of lamb, beef, turkey, eggs and more. They also sell 

organic feed that is purchased by farmers across the state. 

Graham’s Organic Meats & Processing sells to the Brass Café and Saloon in Mount Pleasant, 

Nature’s Gift Organic Market in Midland and Arbor Farms Market in Ann Arbor. In order to 

ensure the high quality of their products, the Grahams refuse to grow any larger. 



Graham, 67, is a man of many hats: hard hats, thinking caps and hairnets. He began his career 

as a dairy farmer, but 59 stray volts on his property in the late 1990s led to the death of a dozen 

cows and decreased production within the rest of the herd — effectively shutting down the 

multi-generational family operation. Defeated, he devoted time to his organic commodity crop 

farm. 

Graham graduated from MSU in 1969 with a degree in dairy production. There was no program 

for organic farming at the time he attended college. When he switched over from conventional 

farming he worked with a consultant to purify his soil. 

The dairy building sat empty as decisions were made. Spotting an opening in the marketplace, 

the couple decided to enter into organic meat production in 2005. 

What used to be part of the milk house has been refashioned into a small storefront with glass-

door refrigerators, stocked with organic meats. 

“I felt there are people who’d want organic,” Graham said. “When people tell you they like your 

food, they like your feed, it gives you encouragement.” 

Jim and Pat Graham process all the animals they raise, but also have a steady stream of external 

clients desiring their animals be processed in the Grahams’ USDA-inspected facility. Since most 

small processors are not USDA-inspected, processing in one that is grants small farmers more 

marketing capabilities. A profitable advantage includes the clearance to sell the meat at farmer’s 

markets, which has been expanding at an unprecedented rate. 

“We don’t preach,” Pat Graham asserted. “People who know and understand the difference 

between organic and conventional farms and want the health benefits will continue demanding 

better food.” 

Traverse City native Jennifer Mackey makes the long trip to Rosebush mainly for the chicken 

feed. Every three months, one person among a group of friends drives to Graham’s and buys 

enough beef, chicken feed and poultry for everyone. 

“We support a large group of farms in northern Michigan,” she said. “We’re organic farmers 

ourselves.” 



Bernie Ware, an organic farmer from Manistee County, also makes the two-hour trip to buy 

Graham’s feed and seed. He takes turns with a community of farmers to pick up products 

several times a year. 

“As farmers, we don’t have a lot of money to spend … we like Graham’s because of what they 

mean to us,” Ware said. “They sell quality animal feed. Our money is well spent.” 

An organic tomorrow 

Meet Fred Monroe, 31, an unassuming, sweet-faced farmer of Monroe Family Organics in Alma. 

Monroe spent his life nurturing the soil. While growing up, he raised a diverse garden with his 

family and actively participated in 4-H, equipping him with an appreciation for sustainable 

agriculture. 

More than 100 tomato varieties grow on the young farmer’s land. Pacing through his rows of 

tomatoes in mud-caked boots, Monroe stops in front of a few plants. He explains they range 

from the tiny, red cherry tomato to the obscure green zebra, which tastes boldly sweet and juicy. 

He supplies organic fruits and vegetables to multiple restaurants and markets in central 

Michigan. His produce is sold in GreenTree Cooperative Grocery of Mount Pleasant, East 

Lansing Food Co-op, and Nature’s Gift. He also operates a successful Community Supported 

Agriculture (CSA) program that delivers to 200 families between Alma, Midland and Mount 

Pleasant from June through late October. 

The MSU grad earned a degree in horticulture while working on the university’s student organic 

farm. As his customer base continues to grow, he hears more and more positive remarks. 

His fields flourish with white stem choi, Swiss chard, corn, kale, cabbage, broccoli and more. 

There are a few, tiny weeds sitting next to the vegetables, some of which Monroe tugs out as he 

talks. 

Growing organically hasn’t been easy. Many issues can impede a fruitful harvest, including 

Michigan’s unpredictable weather, strict farming regulations, never-ending paperwork, insects, 

disease and, most of all, persistent, nutrient-draining weeds. 

Despite the difficulties, Monroe insists that organic growing is best for people’s health. 



“The farm is a reflection of what we like to eat,” Monroe said. “You only have to taste (our 

produce) to know the difference.” 

Monroe said he plans to eventually expand his nine-acre farm, however he will only grow to the 

point where they can continue to maintain quality. 

“We are an organic farm and that is a very attractive thing, but again, people buy from us 

because we have quality at the end of the day,” he said. 

Laurie Dotson, of Columbus, Ohio, ventured to Monroe Farms in the fall to learn more about 

how Monroe grows his produce. 

Dotson started out growing only flowers, but fell in love with organic gardening. Today, she 

maintains a massive variety of crops including tomatoes, beans, squash, watermelon and garlic. 

“It’s really amazing what chemicals can do for plants,” she said. “But you don’t want them in 

there because of what they can’t do for your health.” 

Dotson is also an organic beekeeper, and ran into problems before transitioning to organic. 

Some of her bees weren’t surviving the winter, so she did some research and found that a 

chemical she was using was harming her bees. This motivated her decision to become organic. 

Although she is proud of the growing market, Dotson believes the organic industry has a long 

way to go. Farmers need to help each other out to get it where it needs to be, she said. 

“We are not in competition,” she said. “The more farmers we can get on board, the better we can 

serve the people with our products.” 

Midland’s Eden 

Luckily, gaining access to locally produced organic food doesn’t require a trip into rural farm 

country. One of the growing stores committed to providing the Midland community with a 

variety of organic goods, from fruits and vegetables to wine and chocolate, is Nature’s Gift, 4306 

N. Saginaw Road. 

Michelle Bone opened the unconventional market with her husband in 2010. Since then, the 

community has embraced the specialty grocery store. Sales have been climbing 15 percent 

annually. 



“Before we opened, it wasn’t easy to buy organic,” Bone said. “We thought the community 

needed something like this.” 

Not only does the market satisfy customers’ desire to buy organic, it also supports the area’s 

earth-friendly farmers. Hilhof, Graham’s, Monroe and seven other Mid-Michigan producers are 

represented on the store’s shelves. 

Amy Rogers, of Midland, lost 180 pounds in two years by changing her eating habits, which 

included exploring organic products. 

“I feel like I’m in charge,” Rogers said. “I have more options. I get to explore things that I have 

never tried before.” 

When she started eating organic quality food, she had a hard time adjusting to the products. She 

educated herself, did a little homework and found that there is more to organics than just 

cooking with whole-wheat flour. 

Her diet now is about 75 percent organic. “I sleep better, I’m healthier and I’m just a happier 

person,” she said. “Sure some of the food is expensive but there are sales, just like there are sales 

at Walmart … It’s how you choose to spend your money.” 

http://www.ourmidland.com/news/michigan-organics-meet-the-farmers-behind-the-
food/article_c149e1e3-9a9d-58c9-b169-99edd86f8583.html 
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