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At one time, ‘mixed farms’ were the norm – a 
few dairy cows, different crops, vegetables, 
maybe pigs and chickens. But with 
affordable automation and mechanization, 
most farmers focused their expansion 
budgets in one sector. That’s been the 
case for dairy in BC for many decades 
already, while prairie dairy farms often 
retained a beef operation on the side and 
cropped much more grain land. But in the 
past decade or so, many dairies have seen 
the benefits of returning to a diversified 
business – be it processing plants on farm, 
a custom-cropping business or more novel 
ways of generating revenue without buying 
more quota.

In the case of the de Dood family in Grindrod 
BC, their diversification was the result of 
varied interests, opportunities and business 
factors. While the registered Holstein 
herd (Sunninghill) remains the backbone, 
each member of the team is involved with 
another focus which must be balanced with 
overall farm responsibilities. Some days are 
easier to balance than others!

Broadening Horizons
John and June de Dood bought the 
farm, cows and quota from John’s dad 
in 1990, who had started the farm in 
1966. “My father wanted me to go work 
somewhere else before settling back at 
home,” John explains. He gained valuable 
dairy experience after school, weekends, 
summers and after graduation with Bob 
Honeyman, Tranquille Farm and Oliver Mark. 
When he returned to the ‘old’ farm (which 
houses the youngstock today), they were 
milking 80 cows.

The de Doods are community minded and 
willing to support others, such as the local 
engineering firm, Valid Manufacturing, who 
needed to trial and perfect their manure 
centrifuge. The pilot project was successful 
in removing significant phosphorus from 
their sand-bedded dairy, but they ultimately 
decided it was better suited for a farm with 
a more limited land-base where it could be 
an invaluable tool for maintaining soil health 
in the midst of intensive farming.

Farmer John’s Market
The vision in developing the Market was to 
give both locals and travelers a reason to 
stop, shop, eat, rest - while enjoying the 
‘agri-tourism’ aspect of the adjoining dairy 
farm with robot viewing area. Since opening 
in 2017, they have continued to adapt and 
add – integrating more local products into 
the store, and an extensive playground 
outside for the children. Just before Covid 
hit everyone, they had brought in e-bike 
rentals to give people a reason to explore 
the local countryside just a little longer. 
“With the added outside covered eating 
area, we actually had a decent year even 
though Covid was difficult,” recalls June.

“We are super-busy for about six months – 
May to October. About 80% of our business 
are tourist travelers driving through,” she 
explains. Not only are de Doods excellent 
ambassadors for dairy, with the clean, 
indoor viewing window to the robot milking 
station, but they support a myriad of local 
products including fruit, flowers, veggies, 
meat, ice cream, artisanal products 
and crafts. “Nothing is imported,” June 
reinforces. They close the business for 
the winter due to insufficient traffic. While 
John’s name is on the Market, it is June 
who takes full responsibility for running this 
varied and dynamic operation, though she 
admits she would like more senior staff to 
lighten her responsibilities. 

With the dairy operation 
joined to Farmer 

John’s, both John and June can monitor 
the traffic and spend some time most 
days among the tourists who have many 
questions, often while enjoying an ice 
cream cone in hand,  as they view the robots 
milking the cows. “We often get questions 
about pasture access, cow-calf separation 
and cow lifespan,” June explains. Such is the 
reality of the interface between producers 
and consumers. 

Complementary Diversification 
– the Next Generation
Even as Jared worked his way up at the 
Fort Mac airport, he maintained his long-
term plans to return to farming. So when 
an opportunity came up back in Grindrod 
to purchase a 27-acre property nearby 
the family farm, 19 year old Jared seized 
it! In 2014, he began working summers at 
Sunninghill while making plans for his own 
property. A clear direction was set when, in 
2017, Jared’s application for the new entrant 
program with BC Egg was successful 
and he could begin farming poultry. He 
could dovetail his dairy duties (fieldwork/
cropping) with his own farm enterprise. 

Automation has been key in making both 
ventures possible; the milking robots on 
the farm allow for a more flexible schedule 
as a dairy farmer, and the highly automated 
chicken barn allows for a lot of remote-
control on the egg farm.

Jared’s egg farm is certified organic – a 
stipulation of the quota he was granted 
– but also something he is passionate 
about. He is proud of having his hens in 
natural, spacious conditions, free ranging. 

Diversification – By Design
The de Dood Family

Tars Cheema and Raymond Gourlay

            If necessity is the Mother of Invention, then 
Opportunity is the Father of Diversification.

Their son Curtis, who was always interested 
in the herd, spent a year and a half at 
Wedgwood Holsteins on Vancouver Island, 
broadening his experience. “Curt was really 
keen when he came and demonstrated 
talent from genetics to equipment and 
welding,” Ridley Wikkerink remembers. 
Son Jared also left home after high 
school in 2011 for further experience and 
diversification, taking an opportunity at 
the Fort McMurray airport.

With Curtis home, and several years of 
growth due to Class 7 production, their old 
facility was too tight and modernization was 
needed. It opened the door to more than just 
a new barn. “More quota was hard to get, so 
we looked at what other opportunities there 
might be for the business,” says John. Seven 
years ago, they built the new facility with 
two Lely robots and 120 cows at the ‘new’ 
farm bordering Hwy 97A. They also built the 
frame of what would become Farmer John’s 
Market – which took a frustrating year and 
half to acquire all the permits to proceed 
with the farm market store. 

When Gary Booy relocated his small herd to 
the Okanagan, they moved into the de Dood’s 
old dairy facility, until eventually, they were 
bought and integrated into the Sunninghill 
herd with Gary retaining an interest in 
some special ones. Gary is credited with 
encouraging both boys, particularly Curtis 
in his purebred breeding pursuits. One 
exciting young cow – SUNNINGHILL AIRLIFT 
BELLA EX-93 2E (from the Barbies) owned 
with Willswikk, was spotted by Tom Degroot 
as a fresh Junior two year old in 2016. She 
made her way back east to new owners, 
scored 87 points and placed 9th in her class 
at the Royal that November! 

Beyond the farm, John has been active 
for many years in the broader industry and 
community. Now in his seventh year as a 
BC Dairy Director, he is Chair of DIREC – 
the research and education committee. 
He has served on the Kamloops Okanagan 
Dairy Association as President, continues 
to serve on the executive and various 
committees. “There are challenges in 
dairy – blend price, increasing feed/grain/
fertilizer/fuel costs and the inability of our 
milk pricing system to keep up with costs,” 
he acknowledges.

John and 
June try to 
spend some 
time each 
day among 
the curious 
visitors at the 
robot viewing 
area. The TV 
screen runs 
an informative 
professional 
video of 
farming 
activities on 
a continuous 
loop

Farmer John’s 
Market has 
given June 
and John 
another 
business 
opportunity 
to engage 
with 
consumers 
directly while 
providing an 
authentic look 
at a real dairy 
operation.

Automation is the key – giving 
Jared the flexibility to participate 

in the dairy while operating his 
organic layer operation.

Curt’s diversification into North Valley 
Equipment has been a good fit with 
the home farm.
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“People love to see the hens outside,” he 
says. He is also excited about the growth 
in the organic class of eggs; he has grown 
his average flock size from 3000 to 4500 
birds and has plans to eventually fill his barn, 
which was built to accommodate 7000 hens 
with organic standards. Jared sees healthy 
prospects for both the egg and dairy farms 
and believes strongly in diversification; “I 
don’t want to have all my eggs in one basket, 
no pun intended!” He’s also excited about 
his personal life; he and Jenessa Zappone 
are planning their Fall wedding and are 
planning to build their house on the farm. 
Jenessa grew up locally and is now an Early 
Childhood Educator at a local preschool.

Curt starts most mornings at the farm 
spending about half his working hours with 
a focus on herd health and management. His 
selective, strategic approach to leverage 
genetics to improve overall health and 
performance was shaped greatly by his time 
working for Ridley Wikkerink. Immersed 
in the breeding and showing side of the 
industry, he was fortunate to attend events 
and conventions all over Canada and the 
United States. Curt is proud of their farm 
and how far they’ve come with the quality 
of their cows, noting they even won Most 
Improved Herd a few years ago. Curt also 
recognizes the mentoring of friend Gary 
Booy and says his passion for cows is like 
no other and is so thankful that Gary has 
taken him under his wing and helped make 
breeding and purchasing decisions along 
the way. Curt says, “I’ll never forget our red 
heifer getting slapped for Reserve Junior 
Champion at the BC Spring show.  Gary’s 
feet almost left the ground when he threw 
his arm up in the air in excitement!”

The transition to milking robots made it 
possible for Curt to explore a new business 
in farm equipment sales and service. With 
his past equipment sales experience, 
a joint venture with his long-time friend 
Danny Harris, an experienced heavy duty 
mechanic, was formed in 2019 called North 

Valley Equipment. “We didn’t expect our 
business to take off so quickly!” exclaims 
Curt. They soon moved their service 
department from the modest farm shop 
into a large facility in Armstrong. He credits 
their success to their “old style customer 
service model”, farmer-sensitive pricing 
and a range of interesting, unique and 
innovative equipment offerings. While 
Danny is the Service Manager, Curt works as 
Sales Manager and oversees the company’s 
finances. 

Now in its third year, North Valley Equipment 
has grown to support eight employees 
in their service shop, their two mobile-
service trucks, and their various sales 
and administrative areas. “Without our 
dedicated staff, Kevin, Josh, Ben, Mitch, 
Cheryl, Wilf, Mike, and my partner Danny, 
and all of our customers that have shown 
us amazing support, none of this would be 
possible today,” Curt acknowledges with 
gratitude. 

Looking Ahead
It’s a peculiar time in the world – getting 
back to normal post-Covid on one hand, 
but continued uncertainty due to labour, 
fuel, supply shortages and the invasion 
of Ukraine on the other. The hope is that 
as people must continue to eat, they will 
increasingly value the local supply chain at 
farmer-direct markets like Farmer John’s. 
“We’re going to continue spreading the good 
news of dairy to all visitors that come by 
Farmer John’s. The Market always has to 
adapt to changing times – we had to adjust 
through Covid, we will need to adjust as our 
tourist traffic will be coping with $2 gas, 
and we are also adjusting to finding great 
staff for the farm and store,” John and June 
identify their priorities.

The de Dood family’s diversified agricultural 
enterprises reflect their interests and 
determination to capture opportunities, 
while also hopefully providing economic 
resilience during vulnerable times.

Making time 
for family 
remains a 
priority, even 
with the varied 
business 
demands. 
Britney and 
Curtis with 
Paxton (L) and 
Jocelyn.

The playground/
climbing 
apparatus at 
Farmer John’s 
Market gives 
traveling 
families a 
welcome 
opportunity to 
exercise the 
kids. It is also 
the perfect 
playdate for 
John and June 
with their eight 
grandchildren!


