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 TILLERS’ 

Nigh Ox 
A Newsletter for Friends & 

Volunteers

Nehring Blacksmith Shop 

sets Footprint for Artisan 

Village 

 

 We are taking a break from framing the 

blacksmith shop to write this issue of the Nigh Ox.  

It now has a felt cover over the roof and is 

shedding water as we wait for the metal roofing 

order to arrive.  It and the new field and pasture 

layout have begun to stamp a Tillers‟ presence 

onto the Cook‟s Mill site.  

The smithy project started as an early 2003 

timber framing class to give us a head start in 

bringing smithing classes to the new site.  Tom 

Nehil and Amy Warren of Nehil-Sivak gave the 

plans an engineering review.  And the finished 

frame is showing a beautiful strength befitting a 

smithing shop.  Carleton Equipment loaned 

equipment for excavation.  Consumers Concrete 

helped us with the foundation material and Dennis 

Crookston and crew set the foundation walls with 

amazing speed and accuracy.   

Sewell Mason, Robert Burdick, Paul 

Matylis, Dick, and John were able to mark and 

mortise the big oak posts before the class started.   
See Timber Framing pg 2 

Draft Horse Basics 

and Plow Day 

 By Kris Svenson 

This spring brought us a good crop of new 

and enthusiastic Draft Horse Basics students.  

James Harper, David Canning, Colin Riley, and 

Carolyn Koch brought to the class a variety of 

experience and interests, but all received the same 

patient and watchful wisdom of Fred Herr.  He 

joined us once again as instructor for the familiar 

workshop, this time with a new twist as it was our 

first farm class at Tillers‟ Cook‟s Mill facilities.  

His Belgians, Jim and Dick, gave us four teams of 

horses with which to challenge the class.  Mike 

and Penny, our new horses donated by Mike Moor 

worked like champs through the class, though 

Mike (the horse) provides a harnessing challenge 

for everyone due to his elevated stature.  Students 

and interns alike had plenty of time on the lines 

with as many different activities as we could 

squeeze into four days.  We found the new 

expanse of Tillers‟ ground to be quite lovely for 

driving and fieldwork practice.   

The draft horse class culminated in the 

excitement of Plow Day.  Six teamsters unloaded 

their teams to work up our corn ground and 

celebrate Tillers‟ new farm. 
See Plow Day, pg 2 

Sewell, interns and staff seat the last purlin 

Draft Horse Basic students 

Carolyn Koch and Colin Riley 

use „teamwork‟ during plow day. 
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Timber Framing from Pg.1 

Steve Stier joined us for the class. Students 

mortised and tenoned most of the remaining 

beams.  Marvin Risdorph and Jeff Foust made a 

particularly determined drive at cutting out stacks 

of braces.  On the last day, we assembled a bent, 

but since the cold winter slowed excavation and 

foundation 

work, we were 

not able to 

raise the 

frame.  We 

started that a 

couple weeks 

later on Plow 

Day.  Several 

class members 

were back to 

help raise the 

bents.  Staff, interns and volunteers finished most 

of the framing by the first week of June.  Sewell, 

Mitchell Hough, Tom Learmont, Ken Hiser each 

helped keep the crew going by giving several days 

to the project.   

 
Plow Day from Page 1 

Teams of two and teams of three, with 

walking and riding plows, including Belgians, 

Percherons, and a yoke of Jerseys joined the 

Tillers teams to make 

for a very busy and 

quickly plowed field.  

Many volunteers helped 

to carry off the day‟s 

activities with a 

flourish.  Visitors 

enjoyed strolling the 

grounds, touring the 

house, mulling over 

future site plans, and 

viewing the field 

activities and the 

raising of the 

blacksmith shop.  It 

was a beautiful 

afternoon and a 

satisfying celebration of 

spring.  Thank you to 

all who participated in 

the event. 

Vermiculture at Tillers  
 By Kris Svenson 

 A new class crawled onto the Tillers 

schedule this year as Mary Applehof, author of 

Worms Eat My Garbage, came to share with us 

the wonders of the world of worms.  We were all 

wowed with the potential benefits of adding the 

crawly creatures (redworms, aka. Eisenia fetida) 

to one‟s kitchen scraps and compost piles.  Tillers‟ 

classes typically carry with them a large amount of 

enthusiasm from students and teachers alike, but I 

don‟t know that I‟ve ever seen a class quite so 

fired up about their subject matter.  A lively group 

of students, Dick Wheeler, Dawn Marie, and Lynn 

Dement, were joined by Tillers interns Dan 

Conklin, Summer Deal, Eric Oganda, and staff 

member Kris Svenson.  The class sifted through 

finished worm compost (castings), identified a 

variety of worm bin creatures, discussed farm-size 

and international applications of vermiculture, 

built several worm bins to take home, and brewed 

up a bubbling batch of compost tea.  There‟s a lot 

more to worms than meets the eye.  As they eat 

our garbage, we anticipate reaping rich benefits 

from this unobtrusive livestock. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Tillers International has two additions to 

the farm: Mike Moor donated a nice team of 

Belgians, Mike and Penny. Here they are with 

Dan harrowing up ground to plant oats. With 

them, Mike donated a set of harness, a mowing 

machine, a corn planter, and a between the row 

cultivator, all of which has been put to use as we 

develop the farms at Cook‟s Mill. 

John Sarge, Robert Schulz, and 

Tom Nehil level the first bent. 

Plow Day Teamsters:     
Fred Herr  

Jim Greenman   

Dave & Colleen Cox 

Dave Beck   

Jim Hamilton   

Abby Richmond 

  

Plow Day Volunteers: 

Howard Cain 

Sharon Dykstra 

Becky & Paul Pipik 

Pat Crowley & Walt 

Smolenski 

Clint & Arlene Bolton 

Tim Harrigan 

Julie, Sam Derouin  

Judy, Abby, Nora 

Richmond 
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Paul McGuire carefully cleans a mold. 

Basketry 
 By Kris Svenson 

A French market basket was the weaving 

of choice one fine Saturday in March.  Sharon 

Andrews, Sandy Eifel, Becky Parr, and Anne 

Tiesenga together with Tillers interns wove lovely 

combinations of form and function under the 

patient instruction of Jill Woods who volunteered 

her time and expertise.   Some elected to hand-

carve the handle for their basket to add an extra 

touch of individuality to their creation.  Everyone 

came away from the class pleased with their newly 

acquired skill and with a work of art that was 

ready for use and display.    
 

Small Foundry 
 Every year Paul McGuire challenges 

himself to demonstrate something more 

complicated than the previous year in the Small 

Foundry class. This year he worked on a two piece 

crab tray which inspired others to take up 

challenging projects. Pete Beckman and Barry 

Courtney traveled up from Ohio and worked on, 

among other things a black walnut cracker. Will 

Code and Tim Kurtz came with open minds and a 

strong interest in learning the skill and practiced 

ramming up molds with hammer heads and other 

things from the shop. Joe Rafacz worked on 

various projects and took home with him 

ingredients to work on molds at home. Mitchell 

Hough, a member of the Mid-West Tool 

Collectors Guild, thought of repairs to tools that 

may be made in a foundry (and also took the 

photos, thanks!). Interns Rob Burdick and Robert 

Schulz worked on making their own patterns. The 

processes from making your own furnace and 

repairing crucibles, to mixing sand and clay for 

molds and thinking through pattern placement 

prepared people to return home and set up their 

own small foundry. 

Cart Wrighting  
To get people thinking about constructing 

carts, the cartwrighting class was started with an 

unlikely video about how a design team worked 

together to create a shopping cart to meet specific 

needs. Although ox carts and shopping carts are 

different, the design process was the same-- 

encouraging people to think about the transport 

issues before they start building. The overseas 

participants in the class, Amon Phiri, from 

Zambia, and Eric Oganda, from Kenya, were able 

to list issues that arise from the rough terrain, clay 

soils, large loads, and small animals in East 

Africa. Mike Huells brought with him an historic 

dump cart that had been repaired and is in need of 

more repair. Richard Willett, who built a boat in 

his basement and took blacksmithing, is ready for 

the challenge of building a cart. Roger 

Halschback, a farmer from Wisconsin, is 

interested in incorporating oxen into his farm, and 

in building a cart with more mortise and tenon 

work than nails and hardware. Frank Plume who 

works at a historical site in Northern Michigan 

lent a good deal of woodworking skill to the 

project. Tillers‟ interns also participated in the 

class. Summer Deal, Eric Oganda, Robert Burdick 

and Dan Conklin worked with the students in 

putting together the box. Robert Schulz forged the 

bracing and hardware for the cart and John Sarge 

welded up the axle assembly. On Saturday Dave 

Kramer taught a session on wheel wrighting, and 

discussed during a slide show low-capital 

alternatives to spoked wheels. The class made the 

mate of the wheel from last fall‟s Wheelwrighting 

class. Though the final project may not have met 

the needs or constraints of all the participants, 

everyone left knowing what they needed to do a 

little differently to build the cart they wanted. 

 

 

 

The Cartwrights and their handiwork. 
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Bee Keeping 
With the bees moved to their new home 

under the ancient pear trees of the Cook‟s orchard, 

they were ready to host Tillers‟ beekeeping class. 

Tom Roberts drove out from Ortonville, MI to 

share his experience in beekeeping. Tom spent his 

teens working for a large apiary, and has kept bees 

through the last 20 years. Four students and five 

interns spent the weekend learning the parts of a 

hive, how to construct them, and the inner 

workings of the social insects. John Dedrick has 

been interested in getting into the craft, Bob Resch 

already has hives, but wanted to brush up on 

caring for them, Harold Glazer, who makes mead,  

 

wanted to see if he should keep his own bees for 

mead production, and Christena Smith, who had 

been volunteering to care for the bees last year, 

had just hived up her first package of bees to 

pollinate a fruit orchard and provide her with raw 

honey. Intern Robert Schulz had found a hive of 

bees that had fallen off a truck last year and he and 

Summer Deal brought them to Tillers to care for 

them throughout the year. Rob Burdick started a 

hive to take home with him, and Eric Oganda was 

interested in the international potential of 

beekeeping. He will be caring for a top bar hive 

this year to gain the knowledge of keeping bees 

that will be more readily accepted than the 

common Langstroth Hive. Students saw healthy 

hives as well as problems that arise, such as 

queenless hives and disease in hives, and how to 

deal with them. Three packages of bees were 

hived as well, and are currently doing very well. 

With additional hives, Tillers will have more 

honey to sell, and with the large amount of alfalfa, 

as well as a possible buckwheat field on the farm, 

it should be tasty. 

Volunteersô Work Helps Define  

Cookôs Mill Landscape 
Many of you answered our call for 

volunteers for the many and varied tasks at Cook‟s 

Mill. We have been grateful to the people who 

came from the area and from as far away as New 

York that have helped over the past several 

months. Beth Semadeni came for two short weeks 

from Ithaca, and was up for any task that came her 

way. She worked on the farm building fence, 

chores, pitched manure, and worked on the 

blacksmith‟s shop among other things. As a 

bonus, she made a mean milk shake.  

Walt and Bethany Erhardt have been 

working independently to build fence on the West 

side of the cemetery so that area can be grazed. 

Kim Walker has been painting, fencing, working 

on the blacksmith shop and generally fitting in 

where ever help is needed. Sewell Mason has been 

a near weekly fixture, as his enjoyment in timber 

framing keeps him coming out. Tom Learmont, 

Scott Taylor, Jeff Faust, Allissa Trumble, Jeremy, 

Walter Smolenski, Howard Cain, Eric 

Abrahamson, Marvin Risdorph, Mitchell Hough, 

and Tom Nehil are among those who have lent a 

hand in working on the blacksmith‟s shop. They 

have come out on multiple occasions or stayed 

several days. 

Groups of volunteers have come as well, 

lending assistance while building strong teamwork 

skills amongst themselves. Satako Kanao, Mike 

Pomkins, Scott Wrigget, and Brian Hansen from 

the Institute for Intercultural Cooperation and 

Development worked for several days. Two 

families from the Detroit Area: Diana and Michael 

Williams brought their children Dayna, David, 

Kimberly and Jonathan, and Cathy and Joseph 

Williams brought their children, Gabrielle, 

Timothy, Hannah, Mathew, Zachary, Abigail, and 

Daniel. Several of the youth are working toward a 

Congressional Medal of Honor in Volunteerism 

and chose Tillers as the „furthest from what they 

are used to.‟ A Kalamazoo College group came 

and helped repair the fence along the south border. 

Julie Cain- Derouin, Sam and Will Derouin, and 

Neva Nehring have been helping with collating 

and other office tasks. Chuck and Sharon Andrews 

have been coming once a week to mow the 

extensive lawn and trade plants. Dave Witt and his 

students have lent their computer experience.   

Hiving a package of bees, about three pounds! 
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We would also like to acknowledge the 

instructors who volunteer their time year after 

year, and their dedication lends tremendous 

quality to our program. Herb Nehring, after 

surgery for an aneurysm is back teaching 

blacksmithing with added assistance. Dick 

Reynolds, Chuck Andrews, Paul Carlson, and 

Scott Lankton have shared their smithing skill. 

David Schmidt and Paul McGuire gave time to 

instruct coppersmithing and foundry work. Fred 

Herr, Duane Westrate, Jim Greenman, Judy, Abby 

and Nora Richmond, along with Eli Bean and his 

family helped with their teams during and apart 

from classes. Ken Hiser has been working steadily 

on the blacksmith shop and setting out native 

plants on the property. Jill Woods, Ken Seifert, 

Dave Kramer and Tom Nehil lent their specialized 

skills. Eldon Christophel helped acquire a baler. 

Special Thanks to Howard Cain, who was been so 

much more than a bean counter this spring and 

over the years. There are so many that I am sure 

this is not a complete list for the spring, but we 

here at Tillers are grateful for all the time 

everyone has spent.  
 

Stone Masonry Last fall you read about 

the Tatroe family and Russ Mauby‟s donation of 

the Spring Hill barn. After this January‟s planning 

session, a new hillside has been staked out for the 

barn and a future farmstead, but before it can be 

raised again, a stone foundation will need to be 

built. This August‟s Stone masonry class is a 

benefit for our Growth Fund, and is an excellent 

opportunity for those that would like to help by 

learning a new skill and building the foundations 

of this new facility. 
  

Intern Ramble On 
By Dan Conklin 

 As a Tillers intern, I see a lot.  Without 

exception, nearly everything I see is new or 

foreign, which in my home county confounds me.  

But now that I‟ve had a month on the farm to 

extirpate my bewilderment at the constant swirl of 

the many multifaceted projects progressing 

simultaneously, I feel obliged to record a few 

thoughts.  First, about what I see.  And then since 

sight hardly encompasses the entire sensual 

experience of a Tillers intern, I would like to 

include all other senses a human may know or 

possibly conceive.  Since my arrival I have 

encountered nine new senses previously unbe-

knownst to my experiences.  Oh that country air. 

Now, smell: ox breath, and I‟m reluctant to 

confess I find the aroma pleasant.  Sound: the 

Balfa Brothers Play Traditional Cajun Music, vol. 

1 and 2., which happily greets me and three fellow 

interns each morning at six o‟clock in the a.m., 

unless it has been replaced by the bagpipes (the 

roosters are a good half mile away from the Parish 

House).  With regards to my palate, ugali, which 

is an east African dietary staple that entails the 

transformation of corn meal into a steaming hot 

mound of golden porridge ready to serve hand-to-

mouth.  Eric and Amon share an affinity for this 

carbohydrate-intensive delicacy.   

  And lastly, pain: both the reoccurring pain 

of having the top right corner of my right foot 

stepped on by oxen as I continue to learn the 

intricacies of the whoa-haw turn, as well as the 

pain of only recently discovering Tillers after 

practically sleeping with it under my pillow for a 

decade.  Concerning the latter pain, its better 

described as shock  --the shock that results from 

having circumnavigated the globe over four 

months time and visiting ten countries only to 

return to one‟s home town to discover that an 

intensely more profound and diverse cultural 

experience can be had no less than fifteen miles 

from one‟s place of birth.  This happened to me.  I 

may have tasted African cuisine in Africa, but 

until I came to Tillers I did not know how to 

prepare it.  So as I continue to prep myself for 

another trip abroad, I have found it necessary to 

take a few moments each day to glance at the 

display of Tillers‟ plans for the future, in order to 

appreciate and understand the beauty of the task of 

solving rural global concerns in a small scale 

environment on my own backyard sustainable 

sanctuary.     

Amon Phiri recently  
arrived at Tillers from  
Zambia through a collaborative 

project between Tillers, St. Luke‟s  
Episcopal Church and Heifer 
Project International.  Amon‟s  
study focuses on rural tech- 
nologies that will aid Heifer‟s 
mission of providing small 
rural communities around the 
globe with animal resources. 
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 Donations and Volunteers 
-Given Recently 

Ruby Cain- Towels, Sheets, Glasses 
Tom Nehil- Pots and Pans 
Dick Reynolds- forged chain, tools, harness 
hardware 
Marney Cuff- Homeopathic livestock health 

kit 
Steve Stier- Mill, a book 
Dave Witt- A pot 

 -Thanks to other Volunteers 
Sewell Mason, Tom Learmont, Howard Cain, 
Jeff Faust, Help Timberframing 
Judy, Nora and Abby Richmond- For help with 
farm work, data entry, painting, cleaning 

Steve Stier, Ed Chew- Clapp House and Barn 
work 
Bob Rapp- School Groups 
Ken Seifert- Veterinary Services 
Kim Walker- Work on Timber frame, Fencing 
Chuck and Sharon Andrews- Mowing  
Neva Nehring- Data Entry 

Steve Stier- Clapp House Renovation 
Howard Cain- Lunch Preparation 
Ruth Pitkin, Sharon Dykstra, Julie Cain, Judy 
Richmond, Nora Richmond- Plow Day 
Preparation 
Julie Cain- Derouin- Office work 
Sam and William Derouin- Lawn Mowing, 

Office Work. 
   -Needed 
 Straw 
  

 
 
 
  

TILLERSô Memberships 
Supporting Membership: Supporting members 
receive discounts on classes and publications.  And this 

Nigh Ox is our primary means of keeping members 
informed.  Supporting membership is $35 per year.   
If you are a member, please check the mailing label on 
your Nigh Ox to be sure that your membership is up to 
date.  If the expiration date has passed, please send a 
check for $35 to renew your support.  
Life Membership:  For a $500 gift designated for 

membership, you will be a lifetime supporter.  We will 
deposit the funds in a Board designated endowment 
fund from which the income will support current 
programs.                                                                    
The Nigh Ox : Published about 6 times per year and 
distributed to supporting members, volunteers, donors, 
and new friends.  

Editor: Dulcy Perkins  

Phone: 269/626-0223 

Website: www.wmich.edu/tillers/ 

E-mail: tillersox@aol.com 
 Tillers International  

 10515 East OP Ave 

 Scotts, MI 49088 USA  

Tillers’ Board of Directors 
Chuck Andrews  Mary Andrews 
Clint Bolton  Howard Cain  
Pat Crowley  Yacob Fisseha  

Jack Gesmundo  Tim Harrigan              
David McMorrow         Richard Roosenberg                
Lynn Waldron                      Robert Wilkinson          
Jim Weaver   Duane Westrate 

Committees 
Volunteers & Staffing: Clint Bolton*, Dulcy Perkins 
Fundraising: Tim Harrigan*, Pat Crowley, Dave 
McMorrow, Dick Roosenberg, Steve Stier 
Facilities: Lynn Waldron*, Chuck Andrews, John 
Sarge, Jack Gesmundo, Tom Nehil, Michael Dunn 
Classes: Chuck Andrews*, Lynn Waldron, Dulcy 
Perkins   *committee coordinators 

Staff 
 Howard Cain, Volunteer Accountant  

Dulcy Perkins, Project Coordinator 
 Dick Roosenberg, Executive Director 
 John Sarge, Shops Coordinator 

             Steve Stier, Abbey Collection Coordinator 
 Kris Svenson, Farm Coordinator 
 
Interns: Robert Burdick, Eric Oganda, Dan Conklin, 
Robert Schulz, Summer Deal, Gilbert Malinga 

Mission  
To preserve, study, and exchange low-capital 

technologies to increase the sustainability and 

productivity of rural communities 

Vision  
Sharing our Rural Heritage with the world 

in a Humble Way that:  

¶ Offers Understanding of Local Conditions, 

¶ Gives Promise for Generations to Come, and  

¶ Encourages an Attitude of Experimentation 
 

For a More Peaceful Earth 
 

mailto:tillersox@aol.com
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…Ruminations 
  

Dear Friends: 

 

I hope you read the Intern Ramblings of Dan Conklin. It is fun to see Dan‟s excitement, one of our 

few interns from Kalamazoo, at learning about such a bubbling international melting pot in his own back 

yard.  But everything has to be in someone‟s back yard.  And what a back yard we are making on the 465 

acres of Cook‟s Mill.  We hope the Pavilion Township neighbors appreciate our presence – we are certainly 

enjoying being in their midst.   

 

Dulcy described some of the volunteer involvement that has occurred over the last few months.  The 

depth of volunteering has become much richer as we have welcomed more people from well beyond 

Kalamazoo to come for several days, a week, or a couple of weeks.  To a volunteer, they have become 

engaged in our broader mission.  After a few days, staff and interns are trying to convince them to stay 

longer.  If they play a musical instrument, they are quickly initiated into evening sessions behind the banjo 

and fiddles of Summer and Robert.  It is great when the international professionals studying with us 

challenge guests in pleasant conversations to think more deeply about improving the global quality of life.  

 

Tillers should – and can be a joint work of art.  The “magic” emerges from the sharing of effort to 

create a world that is more understanding and supportive of those struggling to improve their lives where 

they are.  Some have worried that in the move to the larger Cook‟s Mill, Tillers would loose its magic.  If we 

can judge from the first six months, it seems that Tillers will provide a richer experience to more people with 

more facilities.  The warmth of the social environment supports needed learning and risk taking.  

 

The growth we have charted in our planning sessions requires that we make room for more 

participant/helpers.  It is the “magic” of people working together that causes a new blacksmith shop of 

dramatically traditional construction to spring up from last years feedlot, not just the excited talk and 

arguments at a planning session.  Our barns and shops are more authentic and meaningful because we 

pegged the extra efforts into their detail as a group.  Splitting and laying up stone work under the guidance of 

Mike Smith for the Springhill barn will be another big step.  Enhancing the trails among the farmsteads – 

Abbey, Springhill, Clapp, Cook, and Settlers – is exciting rural landscape art waiting for more artists. Each 

barn, each field, each view from the connecting trail will be a stage for learning.  A place where many future 

Dan Conklins will be surprised and inspired by the insights stretching from the past into the future.   

 

While Tillers has the skills to work with less funding than many groups, the speed of our progress 

will be determined by a reasonable flow of donations.  We have had some great pace setting donations for 

the Tillers Global Growth Campaign that is just being initiated.  These have enabled us to take some big 

steps in the last two years.  We will be talking to many of you about helping in this effort.  It‟s a big 

challenge.  We would not be offended if you want to call us before we talk to you!  Ask for an outline of the 

Campaign or for a tour of what we are doing.  We are excited about the opportunities for expanding 

capacities.  They are real and include many detailed options.  With the volunteer support that Tillers enjoys, 

financial gifts go so much farther. 

 

Looking forward to sharing the joys of growth,   
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June 2003 

14-15 Solar for Farmsteads 

Wykoff, MN 

19-20 Goad Making 

20-25 Oxen Basics 

20-22 Ox Drovers‟ Gathering 

 

July 2003 

1-5 Animal Power for Overseas 

4-5 Horse Progress Days 

15-19 Mid-Summer Farm Fest 

22-24 AgExpo! 

25-26 Rope Making and Use 

31-Aug 2  Stone Masonry 

 

August 2003 

4-9 Timberframing and Raising 

Wykoff, MN 

9 Raising Day 

10 Summer Open House 

  Wykoff, MN 

11-16 Exploring Overseas Projects 

Wykoff, MN  
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1-800/498-2700 

Email: TillersOx@aol.com   
Web site: www.wmich.edu/tillers/ 

 

269/626-0223 

10515 East OP Ave 

Scotts, MI 49088 USA 

 

 

Making Wooden Hand Planes Because of the 

Fund Raising aspect of this class, and due to low 

enrollment this spring, John Wilson and Tillers 

have decided to reschedule the class for 

October 18. Don‟t let the opportunity to work 

with an excellent woodworker on making your 

own plane as well as making and tempering the 

iron for it pass you by a second time; Enroll 

now! 

mailto:TillersOx@aol.com
http://www.wmich.edu/tillers/

