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By Scooter Pursley

The Hutterites are a deeply religious people, creating 
colonies where those who adhere to a religious and traditional 
way of life carve out their own place in this world.

One of their deeply held beliefs is that with God, all things 
are possible. At the Forest River Colony near Inkster, N.D., 
irrigation also helps make all things possible, including the 
creation of another colony just a few miles away and a few 
years down the road.

 Even Solomon Maendel admits that without irrigation, 
the colony would not be thriving.

“No. Not really,” Maendel said. “We started irrigating in 
1972 and by 1990 we made enough profit to eliminate our 
debts, which would have never happened dry land (farming). 
And we were able to buy a second farm. The good Lord has 
been good to us. We just put the seed in the ground and the 
good Lord makes it grow.”

He helps, and so does the water provided by good 
stewardship of the resources surrounding the colony, 
including the Forest River and the aquifers beneath the farms.

Maendel has been one of those stewards for 40 years, in 

charge of installation of wells for irrigation, the design of 
the irrigation system and piping installation for pivots. The 
Hutterites not only practice responsible irrigation, they also 
own a Reinke dealership that sells irrigation systems to other 
farmers in the area.

People in the colony grow a variety of crops and raise pigs 
and chickens in an area where water – sometimes floodwater 
– is plentiful in the spring but harder to get as summer drags 
on. High-value crops like potatoes need a reliable source of 
water throughout the growing season and irrigation makes 
that possible.

“Simplot will only contract for irrigated potatoes,” 
Maendel explained. “We have 1,000 acres of irrigated 
potatoes and by the end of June they need an inch (of water) a 
week. And you never get that kind of moisture up here.”

That is a small portion of the colony’s 8,000 total acres 
of irrigated crops. The 35 families and 160 people living 
there also grow 3,200 acres of irrigated corn, 1,000 acres of 
soybeans, 200 acres of oats and 100 acres of wheat. They 
rent 800 acres of ground that “really needs drainage and rock 
picking,” Maendel said.

The “75-years-young” Maendel has been on the property 
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since the colony was 
established in 1949 after 
leaving Portage La Prairies, 
Manitoba, Canada. Soon, this 
colony will split and build 
a new one on irrigated land 
purchased near McVille, N.D.

Like most Hutterite 
colonies, they are largely 
self-sufficient but hardly 
withdrawn and at the mercy of 
old-school technology. They 
have working relationships 
with neighboring farmers, 
create their own technical 
equipment and haul their own 
grain and that of neighbors, in 
14 semis they have purchased 
and refurbished. Again, 

successful irrigation has made that possible.
This year marked the 50th anniversary of the colony’s first 

venture into irrigation.
 “We started in 1972 with four valley water drives,  

irrigators driven by water pressure, and ran them for 10 years,” 
Maendel said.

They learned a lot in a hurry, like the pumping required 
70 pounds of pressure to run, but they bought 100- and 
200-horsepower pumps. In 1982, they traded their water drives 
for four low-pressure irrigators and downsized their pumps 
to 75 horsepower so they could run two on and two off. After 
a decade, they discovered the aquifer from which they were 
drawing was down 35 feet. 

“We watched how Mother Nature recharged because the 
four or five quarters we were on had no natural drainage.  
The snow would melt and go right down into the ground,” 
Maendel said.

Maendel said the colony visited with the State Water 
Commission in 1992 about creating basins to help recharge  
the aquifer. “They said ‘start recharging and we’ll watch it.’ 
They watched and they decided it would work and gave us a 
permit for 900 acre-feet starting in March when the river starts 
flowing and recharging until July. We did that for 20-some 
years and asked the state to double the size of the recharge to 
1,800 acre-feet.”

Today, the colony has four recharge basins putting nearly 
1,200 gallons a minute back into the aquifer that they draw 
from for irrigation purposes.

“We take 4,500 gallons a minute out of the Forest River 
and it goes into four different recharge basins,” Maendel said. 
Flooding this spring cut back the amount of water Maendel  
was able to draw, but he said they still put 1,100 acre-feet into 
the ground. 

“What really helps our recharge is the Fordville Dam, 
Matecjek Dam, Whitman Dam and Bylin Dam all feeding 
water into the Forest River. They were built for flood 
control and that keeps the river more stable, so that has 
been a benefit for us, too,” Maendel said. 

Maendel explained that the potatoes grown at the 
colony go to Simplot in Grand Forks. They are harvested 
as needed at the end of August and hauled by drivers from 
the colony in trucks maintained by the colony. They store 
excess at the farm for processing the following year. 

Their corn feeds 900 breeding sows so they can raise 
22,000 feeder pigs, and the colony has 60,000 laying hens. 
It raises 30,000 pullets (young hens) at a time. Those 
livestock enterprises also need water, in addition to the  
crop needs.

Maendel said two-thirds of their corn and half the 
soybeans are used as feed. The rest is used in the colony or 
sold and bought back as soybean meal. Oats and wheat are 
raised and sold on the open market.

Technology has come in handy in the irrigation process. 
Maendel has two sons who created a program to run the 
colony’s irrigators by smart phone. “Nobody out there had 
a decent program, so my sons wrote their own code and put 
the units together and sold quite a few in the Oakes, N.D. 
area and (in Canada). Most irrigators up there use my sons’ 
program,” Maendel said, “We have a feed mill that’s run by 
a smart phone, too. Put a recipe into the computer to grind 
the coarseness and the mixer will mix it.”

Everything is going so well now that the colony has 
rented out 500 acres that is being used for sugar beets. 
“This year, we decided to rent it out because all our harvest 
is taking place at the end of September. You would have 
corn, soybean, potatoes and sugar beets and we just didn’t 
think we could handle it. We rented out the sugar beet 
acreage, which is doing quite well right now.”

Despite all that, the colony has other endeavors, like 
buying, repairing and selling semis to neighbors, using their 
plasma cutter to help neighbors and the nearby Northern 
Plains Railroad with fabrication needs and hauling potatoes 
for processing until the spring when they will haul seed 
potatoes back for the colony and the neighbors. 

Through the benefits of successful and responsible 
irrigation, the foundation for the next Hutterite colony has 
been laid, complete with storage unit and pivots.

“We bought another farm near McVille three years ago 
and built two big (potato) warehouses there. We have 500 
acres of potatoes there and corn in the rest and 14 pivots 
on that one. It gives us a three-year rotation there. With 
potatoes, you have to have a three- or four-year rotation,” 
Maendel said. “In the next 10 years, we’re hoping to build 
family units and start a community there.”

God willing and the wells don’t run dry.

Solomon Maendel, right, 
with their farm manager. 
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