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Farmer


Ray Flynn is a Kansas farmer with a keen sense of history. What began with a small land purchase by his great-grandfather in 1887, has evolved into a highly productive twenty-two hundred-acre agricultural marvel. Like his ancestors, Flynn is awake by 4 a.m. during harvest season. Unlike his ancestors, however, his day starts at the keyboard of a computer rather than at the controls of a tractor. 
“My great-grandfather would be impressed,” Flynn believes. “When he started out, farming essentially hadn’t changed for thousands of years. But in the last fifty years or so we’ve seen an incredible shift in the way the family-owned farm operates. I’m not only talking about productivity, I’m also talking about the way we do our job.” 

So what does this University of Kansas graduate believe has been the single greatest change in his lifetime? “No doubt it’s the use of the computer,” he says. “At any time I can get a detailed snapshot of the operation in real time. It helps us determine everything from how we rotate fields to where we allocate our resources. A farmer today might have more in common with CEOs of the past than anything else.” 

As the welcome aroma of coffee fills the house, Flynn powers up his computer and gets to work. First he’ll check yesterday’s actual yield figures against earlier season estimates. “We’re constantly improving on ways to use the data we capture,” he says. “For instance, an acre of wheat today can have tremendous yields, in part, because we know the exact conditions in which it was grown. We can get as detailed as knowing exactly how much fuel was used to plant and harvest. On a cumulative yearly basis all this information allows us to create highly accurate yield and cost estimates.” 

Flynn’s thick fingers fly across the keyboard as he speaks. He prints several reports and places them in marked binders. Next it’s onto the World Wide Web where he checks satellite-fed weather information and spot prices at the Kansas City Board of Trade. Then this fourth generation farmer does one thing his great-grandfather would, at least, partially understand, he checks his e-mail and finds a letter from his son. 

“He’s at the University of Illinois finishing his masters degree in Agricultural Science,” Flynn says. “He’s also been offered a part-time teaching position at Kansas State. By the time he takes over, he will have taught me a thing or two.” Flynn pulls a coat across his large frame and steps into the crisp pre-dawn air. 

“One thing I hope will never change,” he says, “is the smell of a freshly cut wheat field during harvest. Some things you just can’t improve on.” 


