














PRAISE FOR


greenhorns


“If we are very lucky, the Greenhorns will have their way and give America back its family farms.”


— Molly O’Neill, author of One Big Table: A Portrait of American Cooking


“Amid the many sad trends of our day, nothing makes me happier than the recent USDA proclamation that for the first time in 150 years the number of farms in America is on the rise. If you want to understand why, and if you want to feel the vigor and love now returning to the land, this book is the place to start!”


— Bill McKibben, author of Deep Economy


“Right now, there is a whole generation of young, energetic, focused new farmers learning the craft, finding land, starting businesses. These are hard-working, dedicated, entrepreneurial folk, and all across the country they are producing exceptional food for their local communities. If you want to know what the voice of this powerful movement sounds like, this is the book for you. It is one of the most optimistic stories in America. The Greenhorns have put together a collection as satisfying as the food these farmers are producing.”


— Kristin Kimball, author of The Dirty Life


“The Greenhorns are my heroes. They are the face of America’s new agrarians — mostly young, educated, ready for hard work, passionate, and rooted in community. I really believe they are our future, and we’re damned lucky that they are. Their essays are insightful, thoughtful, and hard to put down. What a wonderful collection! I will recommend this book to everyone.”


— Deborah Madison, author of Local Flavors and
Vegetarian Cooking for Everyone


“Hooray for the Greenhorns! Networking young farmers from coast to coast, they have become a formidable force in our new agricultural revival, spreading resources, sharing skills, documenting their experiences, and advocating for change in our agriculture system. These essays offer serious food for thought, especially for anyone considering taking up the hoe — no matter whether young or old.”


— Sandor Ellix Katz, author of Wild Fermentation, The Revolution Will Not Be
Microwaved, and The Art of Fermentation


“This collection of young farmers’ stories is a cornucopia of gifts from the earth. I learned with pleasure about a group of people who are turning the world into a much better place.”


— Les Blank, filmmaker
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INTRODUCTION
Shovel Sharpened, Shovel Ready



The essays in this collection were written and selected by beginning farmers for the benefit of other beginning farmers, eaters, and aspiring agrarians of all stripes. These stories are narratives of production that we believe to be representative of the beginning-farmer experience in contemporary American life. Directly personal, they have given us the opportunity to reflect on the shape of the movement and the implications of our collective work, which has engaged us for varying amounts of time, in every region of the country. The authors/farmers represented here dream big in very different ways.


Americans, by and large, no longer think of themselves as part of an agrarian nation. That is, most Americans are neither engaged in agriculture, nor acculturated into its rituals, nor personally connected to its success. Trade, technology, retail — these spin the economic turbines of our major cities; these dominate the headlines of our newspapers, the avenues of academia, and the imagination of our televised pantheon. Though we are fed collectively, we have, as a culture, only just begun to consider the implications of our industrialized, and continually consolidating, food system.


Viewed through the lens of public health and climate change, in particular, this examination of what and how we eat has gained national prominence. Finally, people are paying attention to the food: where it is grown, how it is processed, who owns it, what degrades and pollutes it, the impact it has on our health. This conversation is long overdue; a third of our kindergartners are predicted to contract type 2 diabetes in their lifetime, and a third of climate change is attributed to the production, manufacture, and distribution of food. We’ve reached a crisis point. The consensus is almost deafening: The food system must change.


And who will make that change? Today’s accepted rural narrative is one of crisis, abandonment, and attrition. For the past 30 years, as farms got bigger and prices spiraled ever downward, young people have been leaving agriculture and rural areas, and the rural culture has suffered tremendously for that loss. Small towns across the country stand empty and forlorn. There isn’t enough money pumping through local businesses. There are fewer and fewer parishioners and contra dancers. Mega dairies, feedlots, processing factories, and grain elevators stand tall over an agricultural landscape that is ever less enticing and less accessible to ambitious youth. Country western to country eastern, the average American farmer is 57 years old and, likelier than not, he’s on the brink of retirement or bankruptcy.


Thankfully, it is not just a cultural conversation about food that has begun in this country. There is also a quietly surging and committed movement of people who have recently, almost inexplicably, hitched their lives to agriculture. And just in time. Despite the paving of hundreds of thousands of pastures with either concrete or corn, there is still a thriving, driving need in the hearts and minds of a new generation of farmers to be makers of food, tenders of land, and protagonists of place. Bottom line: We want to and love to farm. We love to farm with such fervor that we are willing to jump high hurdles and work long hours to build a solid business around our love. It is not easy, or simple, or socially acceptable. Increasingly, though, entrants into American agriculture are propelled by a force of intention that ignores such things. Thirty years of protracted rural crisis have left quite a toxic wake: degraded soil, desperate economies, worn-down communities. With a mind for business and a brave agenda of personal, societal, and ecological sustainability, we’ve got a lot of reclaiming to do.


The work is difficult but it’s relevant. Being or becoming a farmer is a thrilling act of creation; to do so, we hold a space between the present and the future, between ecology and humanity. We are directly involved in the reconstitution of a local, resilient, and delicious food system. This impulse to farm is felt by a wide (and widening) range of Americans. We are unified in our willingness to work, to change, to sacrifice comfort and social acceptance in the pursuit of an agricultural life.


[image: Image]


The stories here are about that work: the intentions behind it, the structural challenges, the improvised solutions, the aches and the tedium, the bliss and the sheer physical toil. We all work very hard at our businesses — growing food, educating our communities, refurbishing barns, retooling equipment — and our movement benefits from the charismatic presence of hard workers; it sets a good example.


What is it to be a new farmer in America? Some of us are punky city kids, some come from suburbia, some come from families that taught handy skills, many are the offspring of recent immigrants. This is America, and it is colorful. We’re proud of our diversity, our multicultural, multimodal, multipronged professional trajectories in agriculture. Some of us traveled east seeking roots, some traveled west seeking land. We hunted for old agronomy books in school libraries and used bookstores; we apprenticed ourselves to old ranchers and old hippies. We invent new ways of doing business in spaces designed by another era. We are Americans deeply in touch with our land, our place, and our role in re-forming that place. Our stories come from experience, but they vibrate with the anticipation of a particularly good American future.


Farming is an expression of patriotism and hope. Though our votes might be ignored in this country, as farmers we can still take pride in a nation we’ve directly cultivated. We can be proud Americans to the extent that we transform this country into a place worthy of that pride. We are still a nation of great lands and great towns. No matter where we were raised, we have come to the realization that it is our job to make it a remarkable future. And across all landscapes, suburbs, vacant lots, lease agreements, and lonely roads, we are crafting that future according to our own tastes. We stick our forks, tines, spades, and fingers into that particular part of the planet over which we have gained some governance. And, as a result, we eat well, we sleep well, and we earn the respect of our neighbors and families. Imagine: We can reshape the American landscape.


We do imagine, collectively, what our work adds up to: how it expands and extrapolates in the bellies and brains of those we feed and host and inspire on our farms. Our hopefulness has grandeur in it, not just sacrifice. We are creating our own new rural institutions of celebration and cultural interest: crop mobs and hoe downs and seed swaps. We reconfigure urban and postindustrial spaces with gardens in pots, start chicks in truck beds and swimming pools, erect temporary fencing, jerryrig air-conditioning units to keep our flowers cool. We recognize the power in DIY, the dignity of a small business, and the bold political gesture of it all. We can imagine already the outcome and consequences of our work together, the building and rebuilding of a sustainable agriculture, economy, and society. Ultimately, it’s in our hands to make it so.


We continue to exert ourselves agriculturally. Difficult choices and professional acrobatics characterize that journey. It is hard. At each step, we must often radically reshape the economy in which we farm, and radically challenge the agronomic status quo. Perhaps you will agree that the insights of beginning farmers carry crossover value for other actors in our changing society, who must face down similarly daunting personal transitions.


Thomas Edison famously said, “Opportunity is missed by many because it is dressed in overalls and looks like work.” Yes indeed, it is work. But it is work that must be done, and an opportunity not to be missed.


– Severine von Tscharner Fleming
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CHAPTER ONE
BODY-HEART-SOUL



Farming. It’s physically demanding, requires entrepreneurial gumption, and tests our emotions.


When I first considered apprenticing on a farm, I was attracted to the agrarian lifestyle for its therapeutic and strengthening characteristics. Fresh, organic food would always be nearby, and I would be physically active — something that was lacking at my previous job. Still, I had some insecurity about diving into something so unfamiliar and uncomfortable. During my first farm internship, I was awkward with a hoe and tired quickly. Since then, I get stronger each season and have learned diligence, courage, and resilience.


Those lessons were reinforced this last winter during our third cool-season-vegetable CSA. Last fall and winter in northern California, rain hammered the soil for months with no mercy. Without a lot of greenhouses to protect our crops, we struggled to fill CSA shares. When it hailed in March, my heart sank. No matter what we did with the resources available, the weather kept beating us down. As tiny ice cubes pelted me and the crops, I took a long, deep breath and cried a little.


Thankfully, the CSA membership understood the challenges and agreed to postpone deliveries. We quickly built small high tunnels on the cheap, and by late April we started to have big beautiful vegetables again. If it weren’t for encouraging words from CSA members, I probably would have given up on growing vegetables.


I love farming because I can feel its vibrancy. The farm is like a symphony of crops, livestock, soil, weather, equipment, and CSA members, and I, the farmer, am playing with them, being moved by the rhythm and enjoying the harmonies. With the challenges and lucky breaks that come along, I’ve cultivated persistence and capitalized on opportunities.


The intention of offering food with flavor and nutrition is motivation to farm and a reward in and of itself. In nourishing people around me, I see individuals come together around food I’ve grown, and I realize my place in the community. Laboring and producing within the finicky parameters of the earth and sky, I can share that sacred nature connection with others, and they support my partner and me as we grow our farm organism.


Delving into agriculture from an urban or suburban lifestyle is a big transition. The life of a farmer creates unexpected dynamics — both challenging and pleasant — among family and friends. On a small budget and with little time, taking care of our health and sanity is not always a priority, so customized self-care becomes part of the agricultural life. Every morning I stretch, and most days I eat the freshest produce from my fields and enjoy delicious meat from animals I’ve raised.


How do we stay steady on our epic adventure through the seasons of surprise, frustration, elation, exhaustion, hilarity, defeat, and miracles? The following essays provide a glimpse into individual journeys and address the importance of our bodies, hearts, and souls — all dedicated to farming. As we develop as farmers, full of hope, we stick with it and grow, making our bodies stronger, staying true to our hearts, and with our souls evolving.


— Paula Manalo
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The Physicality of Farming







BY JEFF FISHER


Born and raised in Cedar Falls, Iowa, Jeff Fisher became interested in sustainable agriculture while attending graduate school in Olympia, Washington. Jeff is in his second season of farming at Cure Organic Farm in Boulder.








“Your hands are going to bleed.”


Anne Cure, owner of Cure Organic Farm in Boulder, Colorado, said this softly while looking off into the distance as Jack, one of the other farmers, described the day’s task of transplanting thousands of seedlings from the greenhouse into the field. The “bleeding hands” comment was not ill-natured in any way; it was merely a statement of fact, one learned through many springs of transplanting thousands of seedlings into the field. This was the acknowledgment that today the fields were going to be especially tough to plant. It would be a painful process for a new farmer’s hands.


Cut, cracked, and bleeding fingers are just the start of the physical hardships of farming. Over the course of my first full season, I spent long days bending, squatting, grabbing, twisting, pulling, pushing, cutting, walking, running, jumping, dragging, digging, pounding, lifting, tossing, catching, and reaching. At the end of each day I was left with aches, pains, cuts, cracks, blisters, infections, stings, and sprains. Early in that season, I always seemed to have nicked fingertips, because of my inexperience at cutting greens with a steak knife. Cracked fingers were a mainstay during the cold days of spring and fall. Our honey harvest in August brought a very swollen right foot and ankle from a host of bee stings. A marvelously infected big toe in September grounded me for three days. In October came the grand finale of farm injuries: I badly sprained my ankle after leaping over a bed of arugula and landing awkwardly. This was followed by a month of physical therapy.


My first year of farming provides these examples of the very physical toll that farming takes on one’s body, but there are also the constant sore hands, feet, and back that come and go.


I’d never thought about being injured, even as I was gracefully soaring over that bed of arugula. I definitely started thinking about it when I landed and felt my ankle twist inward under the weight of my body. I knew exactly what happened the second I landed; I knew this was going to be painful for days and maybe weeks. I also figured I still had a couple of hours before walking became really difficult.


Six hours later, after completing the day’s restaurant deliveries, I was barely walking. Besides the pain in my ankle, the reality of my injury began to set in. What if the ankle was broken? How long would I be unable to farm? Would I still get paid while I was injured? Had my first full season of farming just come to an inglorious end?


I didn’t have a lot of options for logical next steps, other than to allow myself time to heal. Later, taking a proactive approach and preparing my body for the season would help prevent farm mishaps. I could also avoid injuries by staying focused on the task at hand, wearing good shoes, and, of course, taking care when jumping over beds of greens.


The simplest preventive measures were to start stretching and to change positions frequently. I’m still amazed at the ways my body must contort in order to plant seedlings and harvest vegetables. One moment I’m in a deep squat, then I’m bending at the waist. Next I pull out the wide stance, followed by the one-knee-down position. Variety is the name of the game with many farm tasks. Even the most adept farm yogis (which I am not) can’t hold the same posture for more than ten minutes, so I found myself constantly changing it up.


I also quickly learned the importance of adequate sleep and eating well. A poor night’s sleep or a missed breakfast leaves me less alert and less effective during the day; this is when accidents occur and injuries happen. Although aches and pains throughout the season are often inevitable, it’s important to take care of your body, as you would any farm implement.


After spending a season harvesting tens of thousands of pounds of vegetables, I can attest to the physical investment in the food we eat.







I’d never thought about being injured, even as I was gracefully soaring over that bed of arugula.








To farm is to engage fully in a truly physical way of life. In the course of farming, we use plenty of trucks, tractors, and tools to accomplish our tasks. Where I farm, though, our scale of production is small enough that we will never acquire the equipment to automatically cut greens, dig carrots, or pick tomatoes. My body is the implement that’s going to plant, weed, harvest, wash, and pack every last pound of produce. At times my body seems to be rebelling, practically screaming at me to stop and leading me to question my pursuit of farming. Will my body be able to do this sort of work for twenty more years?


So far, any question about whether or not farming is my way forward has been answered with a resounding yes. I want to help change the practice of agriculture, feed my community, and grow beautiful, delicious food. The cost might be a few bumps and bruises, but for me, the physical investment is worth making. [image: Image]



Farmer-Mama







BY SARAH SMITH


With her husband, Garin, Sarah Smith owns a certified-organic operation in Skowhegan, Maine. They milk forty cows, selling to the CROPP Cooperative, and offer organic beef, pastured broiler chickens, eggs, and seasonal CSA shares. Sarah also manages two acres of mixed vegetables while raising the couple’s two children.








It’s a sweltering night in late July. Just as on so many other nights, I lie awake, one thought rolling into the next. Even with the window open wide, the air is still and stifling in this old Cape farmhouse. I roll onto my stomach, attempting sleep one last time. As I begin to nod off, I hear the faint cry from the room adjacent: “Mama? Mama?” Each call is progressively louder until I finally stumble out of bed and across the hall. It’s Cedar, my four-year-old, calling me.


This is a child who has not slept through the night since the day she was born. I soothe her and stagger back to my bed twenty minutes later. It’s the second time tonight she’s needed me to pull up the covers or get her some water. Now, as I drift off, I hear a cry from the crib in my room. I hesitate for a minute or two before I stand and cross the carpet. My sixteen-month-old, Reed, is quiet once in my arms as I carry him back to my side of the bed. The bad habit of bringing him into bed is a symptom of exhaustion. I can’t bear to stand there nursing him in my state. Lying down together, his belly is filled and my mind is too, and we’re bathed in the light of the moon outside my window.


Dawn comes early, around five o’clock, and with it the blare of the alarm clock. This time of year you can’t hit the snooze button as you might in November. The day ahead of us is full. My husband, Garin, and I slip out of bed, not speaking a word but each dressing in the early-morning light. I have to sneak out quietly so as not to stir Reed in our bed. By five fifteen, Garin is headed out to bring in the cows for the first milking of the day and I’ve put on the coffee, the dogs and cats are fed, and the monitor is turned up to listen for the kids to awaken. The next two hours are my time. The children are asleep and I get to work, not bothered or harassed. Even the interns are still sleeping.


The stacks of coolers around me in the kitchen are filled with dirty glass milk bottles. I glance at the clock, knowing I must get on it. The kids will wake up and then my progress will shut down. I scrub bottles as quickly as I can. By six fifteen, our interns start to wander in for a visit to the bathroom and to prepare breakfast. They must be ready to go by seven, so this hour can get a bit tight with all of us sharing one bathroom and one stove. I continue to wash bottles as the toaster pops and eggs sizzle on the stove.


It’s seven o’clock now, and the ladies are sitting around, sipping coffee and chitchatting. Jumping into the conversation, I always start with: “All right, after you’re finished with the chickens . . .” They know this is how the day begins. I go on, telling them to head to “Boston” to harvest for market. The primary production garden at our farm earned that name when we told Cedar a couple of years ago that we were headed to the “far-out” garden. She said “We’re going to Boston!” with so much enthusiasm that the name stuck. The women are going to harvest new potatoes, onions, salad mix, broccoli, kohlrabi, tomatoes, peppers, and so on. Off they go, list in hands, and I watch out the window from the sink, where I continue to scrub away at the smelly yellowed milk bottles. I watch as they load up crates and baskets for the harvest. A part of me longs to join them, but the kids cry for breakfast and there are a few bottles still left to scrub. It’s often this way, the kids wanting or needing me for something and the job I’ve started not quite done.


Fed, washed, and dressed an hour later, I load Reed into the backpack with Cedar following; we’re going to bottle milk. An hour passes and forty gallons are bottled. Loading all the coolers of clean, empty milk bottles is chore enough even without thirty extra pounds strapped to my back. Lifting a cooler filled with seven gallons of milk in glass bottles, with the thirty pounds in tow, is a good strength-building exercise. We finish putting the coolers into the van just as the interns are ready to load up the crates of clean and bunched vegetables for market.


It’s ten thirty and the stress starts to hit, as I know we need to be out of here by eleven thirty at the latest. There are lunches to put together, diapers to change, water and sunscreen to pack. Now add to that filling the beef cooler, grabbing the extra milk out of the fridge, getting the eggs washed and boxed, and packing the market box. In my mind, I’m constantly reviewing the lists of all the things I can’t forget. I’m always running around on Tuesday mornings, tired and rushed, driven by caffeine and the ticking of the clock. It’s hard for the kids to be hustled around (“Get dressed, get your shoes . . .”). I sometimes bark commands at them as I would at the dogs. I rely on my good interns to aid me in tying up all the loose ends as we load up: buckle the kids, grab market bags, and don’t forget the pack-and-play.







Each day is like this for a farmer-mama. There are no vacations, Saturday gymnastics classes, or afternoons at the playground.








The kids and I are five minutes late in hitting the road, which is no surprise. We live by the five-to-ten-minute-late schedule every day. I have a few deliveries before we get to the market, which is forty miles away. I’m prepared for the drive. At each stop, Cedar will ask to get out and I’ll say, “No, we’re late, and I’m just going to rush in.” She and toddler Reed will fight about the water bottle and need to have food before I’m ready to serve it. I’ll carry a weighted cooler into each store with a smile even as I can hear them screaming at each other in the car. I mentally deny that my life is more difficult than any other mother’s, but the truth is that each day is like this for a farmer-mama. There are no vacations, Saturday gymnastics classes, or afternoons at the playground.


We hope someday to have a farm that is sustainable enough that we can afford the help to cover for us and enable our children to have a life outside of work. For now, we believe we’re providing them with amazing experiences that many other children don’t get — a relationship with livestock, lots of fresh air and sunshine, terrific math skills (making change at the market, for example), great social skills from being with people, and so much more. But on many days, all this comes at a cost to our family.


After deliveries, we have about a half-hour drive to the market site. There’s no radio in this old Dodge van, so usually the kids get quiet and nap. I’m tired from the night of lost sleep but push on, as I do every other day.


Setup takes almost an hour this time of year, with so many beautiful vegetables to display. I pray each Tuesday as I pull into the parking lot that the children will sleep until I’m ready to sell, but the quiet click of the door always stirs Cedar. Sometimes I get lucky and can sneak her out without disturbing Reed, but not always. Today my prayers pay off, and I get her out in silence. The market is her playground, her territory, so she immediately takes off to get an apple from the orchardist or to help the manager set up signs. I start pulling out tables, coolers, and crate after crate.


Of course, halfway through Reed begins fussing. Time is running out. Customers always start to arrive ten minutes early and I’m never ready. I pause in my setup to get out the pack-and-play, which I stick Reed into with a few toys, hoping this will work at least temporarily.


Potatoes, tomatoes, greens, carrots, beets, and peppers need to find their space on the table. I’m a decorator of sorts as I listen to Reed fuss and watch out of the corner of my eye to make sure Cedar hasn’t run off or bothered people intent on setting up their own booths. Just as I predicted, at ten minutes before two o’clock some customers wander in. I hate to sell before I’m ready, but I do it week after week. I haven’t yet put out the price signs or topped off the basket of summer squash, but I greet them with a smile.


“Hey there, what can I get for you today?” I say, as I scoop Reed over my shoulder and back into the backpack. They say, “Oh, take your time,” or “I can come back,” but I shrug it off and tell them I’m fine and ready to get them what they need. As the afternoon rolls on, I juggle the selling, letting Reed run around, conversing, topping off baskets as things get low, and putting empty crates into the van in hopes of getting a head start on the evening pickup. Cedar holds her own even if on occasion I have to remind her not to get in someone’s way or to give her brother some space. Sometimes she’s a big help by pushing Reed around in his stroller. Most of my customers are very understanding when I have to put them on hold to deal with a child. I appreciate that they know they’re supporting my family in so many ways.


It’s six in the evening now, and the market is over. Pickup is faster than setup, but it’s still slowed by the kids, who are now turning into pumpkins. They’re tired and hungry, but this is what we do, and like it or not, they have to deal with it. Halfway through pickup, I buckle them in to keep them contained and away from the moving trucks and vans. They sense that I’m trying to finish so we can go home, and I think this helps them to be more patient.


Not long after we leave, the van quiets as they drift off for a late nap. I sing them a song. It is nice to have peace for the next half hour.


By the end of the day, I feel fulfilled and worn out. It’s rewarding to raise food for people, which they feed to their children to nourish them and help them grow. I love to spend time explaining why local, why organic, why my farm, and how to cook or process something unique. I’ve changed people’s choices and, frankly, their lives, and that’s empowering. My children help me tell that story at every market. Whether it’s by Cedar selling onions one day or Reed’s glowing chubby cheeks and eyes that are the epitome of health, our story is beautiful and amazing.


Even in our most challenging moments, as we go about our daily business, I know that every mom has these moments. I’m different, though. I’m a farmer and a mama; both are full-time jobs and both are the most difficult jobs in the world.


Coming home, I find that my interns have prepared dinner while I was away, and they help me unload the kids and the leftover food from the van. At eight o’clock (sometimes later), I enjoy a glass of red wine with dinner and start to relax. Bedtime has challenges, too, and I know that I will be awakened several times throughout the night, but I still feel good. I’m exhausted as my head hits the pillow, but I have a belly full of the world’s best food, a hardworking husband beside me, two amazing children, three hundred beautiful acres to steward, animals to care for, and people to feed. [image: Image]



Doing. Instead of Not Doing







BY EVAN DRISCOLL


A father, farmer, and writer in Portland, Oregon, Evan Driscoll owns Sasquatch Acre, where he grows more than a hundred varieties of organic vegetables and raises thirty laying hens.








In one night they vanish: thousands of seedlings consumed a month before our first farmers’ market. Panic takes hold. I begin to sweat hard. Instinct carries me down the street to the feed and seed shop.


Waiting in the checkout line, I run into my farm neighbor, Nate.


“I think it’s slugs,” I suggest. “It’s weird, though, because they dug down and ate the seeds, too. How do they do that?”


“Well, they don’t,” he informs me. “Sounds like you have voles. Or mice.”


“Huh.”


I buy the fifty-pound sack of salt in my arms anyway.


Quitting an awesome desk job was a difficult thing to do. My hours were predictable, the work was predictable, and my mind was at relative ease. Post-work hours and weekends were dedicated to my infant child, times we spent at parks, cafés, and just wandering through neighborhoods.


But circumstances changed, and off we went — my girlfriend, child, and I — from Austin, Texas, to its northwestern equivalent, Portland, Oregon. My girlfriend was enrolled in law school there, and our new location held no prospects for me, few friends, and no connections. A trying time lay ahead.


I watched a depressed economy swallow hundreds of my job applications. I was left with little to do but childcare and thumb twiddling. Lots of thinking.


Thinking.


And such.


And nothing.


And then, eventually, something.


I f**king hate farming. It’s so stupid and I hate it, and it’s really hard and I don’t know what I’m doing and I’m not making any money (maybe breaking even) and there are all these things everywhere . . . these f**king things . . . why do I need all these things to farm? And all these people wanting everything, and I want everything, writing these words that try to mean something but mean nothing. I’m a failure. I’m twenty-five and directionless. Farming? What the f**k was I thinking? Back to grad school — no. F**k school.


Standing, I lean forward on my garden hoe, hard. It stabs me just under my shoulder in a satisfying way.


There’s a blue heron, gliding.


I have no idea what’s going on right now.


I do know I’m pulling weeds.


The decision was made: time to farm. It just made sense. This, I thought, would be the most direct way to have a positive impact on the environment. I sure wasn’t going to help develop cheaper and more efficient solar panels with my liberal arts degree. I don’t have a track record of being a charismatic activist, as I have considerable difficulty organizing even a potluck with friends. Then, farming. Environmental stewardship at its most basic.


I quickly found that, without experience, I would not be making any money working as a farmhand. I must have called every small farm within a twenty-mile radius of Portland. A typical conversation:


“Hello, this is ________ Farm.”


“Hi, there. I’m looking for farming opportunities, and I was wondering if you have any paid apprenticeships. See, I need to have some sort of income ’cause I have a kid and . . .”


“Nope.”


“Thanks so much!”


Luckily, more unpaid opportunities were available than I could shake a stick at. I found one that would fit my life: twenty hours a week of farmwork, on top of my current forty hours at moneyed jobs, and childcare to boot. Reasonable, I thought.


And there I was a month later, dropping peas into cold soil. Over the course of the next six months, I would learn to build a compost pile, make a greenhouse burst with vigorous seedlings, build and run a CSA, cook quick and healthy meals, manage volunteers, schedule plantings, identify plant diseases and problems, and manage nutria.


“Nutria problem,” my farm sensei tells me. “I know there’s a tax to pay to nature, but these nutrias might be taking more than their fair share.” They’ve eaten half a bed of lettuce mix, a considerable amount for a half-acre farm. My sensei called up some urban trappers, the kinds who use traditional, tried-and-true capturing methods.


“I think they eat what they trap,” she ventured.


Now all the tomatoes are dying. Beautifully poetic. The most symbolically important crop on the farm refuses to grow properly. It’s May, and they’ve been stagnant at two true leaves for almost a month now, and we are clueless as to what to do.


“There’s not enough ventilation in here,” I tell Travis, my cofarmer. “We need to build a window on the other side of here.”


And we do, and the tomatoes go on stagnating.


These tomatoes sure are sassy. Maybe this is how they grow. Or maybe they’re taking a break before they freaking explode with growth in summer. That’s probably it. I’m confident.


Whatever. I hate farming.


And off we go to dump 432 tomato seedlings into the compost pile. That’s roughly fifty dollars’ worth of seed and a few bucks of potting soil — a large chunk of change to us.


“You throwing those out?” Victor asks. He’s our landlord’s farm manager.


“Yeah, they’ve got some sort of disease.” I say, on the defensive.


Victor takes a tray from the stack I’m holding. His eyes narrow. He tilts the tray, providing another perspective. Tilts it carefully in another direction. Brushes the tops of the seedlings roughly with his palm. Takes a pinch of soil.


“What’s the soil?”


“Equal parts compost, perlite, pumice, and coconut hull. Made it myself.”


“This is sawdust.”


“Oh.”


“Spray these with fish emulsion twice a week and see what happens.”


With fish emulsion, they blossom into massive, magnificent seedlings, begging to be transplanted.


Nitrogen deficiency. Huh.


I sat in front of a window that left no room for daydreaming — doing so would only bring about a dream that consists of both drizzle and gray. January in Portland is rugged. Not ice-covered-streets-freeze-to-death-blizzard-snow rugged, but drizzling and gray and constantly these two things at all times without exception. So I turned my eyes to the computer screen in front of me. I would be graduating from farm apprentice to farm owner in a short time. The first steps I took to prepare were the following non-farm things:


[image: Image] Build a website


[image: Image] Make business cards and a banner for market


[image: Image] Research and make seed purchases


[image: Image] Build restaurant relationships


[image: Image] Apply to farmers’ markets


[image: Image] Gather lots of physical resources


[image: Image] Make a farm plan


[image: Image] Make a business plan


[image: Image] Make a planting schedule


[image: Image] Crop profiles


[image: Image] Budget


Simply creating the farm plan put me in the mind-set that I was on the land. It helped me make as many decisions off the land as I could so that I wouldn’t have to make them on the land, where communication is both timely and costly. When all was said and done, the plan ran more than a hundred and twenty pages.


It was possibly the most valuable/worthless document I’ve ever created: Once finished, we rarely, if ever, referred back to it. Reality and planning are two very different things.


And then, holy sh*t, we’re selling our vegetables to people. And these people are happy, and we’re happy, and they love our salad mix— the edible flowers are a hit. I can’t believe the sun is out — it hasn’t been out in, what, two months? And now look, there it is. All the other vendors are just lookin’ so good. What a fine market — our first market, yes, but I know, I know we’re going to find something profoundly spiritual here.


I don’t live on my acre. I have this big metal box with a huge tank that holds something called “gasoline,” and this propels the box to a destination of my choice, within reason. I use it to get to my farm. This commute, however, is not by choice. My four-year-old son requires most of my attention and time, as my girlfriend — his mother — is in law school. She’s present as much as she can be, but most of the time she can be found surrounded by crisp stacks of 8½-by-11 paper, highlighters, and little colored tabby things to mark special pages in obese books.







It was time to farm. It just made sense. I sure wasn’t going to help develop cheaper and more efficient solar panels with my liberal arts degree.








Food suddenly became a big thing in my life when I was forced, unwittingly, to cook the majority of my family’s meals. I guess I didn’t realize that having a girlfriend in law school would mean that I would become the primary caretaker of our child, and, thus, a responsible adult. Cooking, laundry, drop-offs, pickups, making sure he doesn’t wear poop-stained pants to school — these are worn only to his uncle’s house — ensuring that he consumes enough calories so as not to perish, ensuring that he consumes enough water so as not to perish, ensuring that he does not ingest chemicals, or bump his head on a corner, or follow my example as I scream obscenities at ten beds of potatoes, tomatoes, cucumbers, and squash that are all under-performing/dying. This helps them grow.


In short, my life is a balance between farm and family. It’s difficult to really dive in and make a go of it doing it this way. But at least I’m doing.


We’re doing our damnedest to not work wet soil. As first-year farmers, we’re doing everything by the book. We, in fact, know no other way of doing things. Don’t work the soil when it’s too wet, all the books repeatedly repeat. You will destroy your soil structure. You will destroy the diversity of the life within. You will destroy yourself and your loved ones.


And here we are, digging deep into sopping wet, heavy clay soil. It’s mid-May and our first farmers’ market is coming in a quick six weeks. We need to bring something. Coming to the first market shorthanded would be disastrous. We will be red-cheeked. Labeled amateurs SO FAST by customers. FIRST IMPRESSION RUINED. Mocked by vendors, spited by God himself, with his shining, massive, iron fist, gleaming brightly in the sky above. We must bring something.


The bed-building process is incredibly laborious. We’re digging into our sixteen-inch pathways a spade deep and flipping the soil onto our four-foot-wide beds. At seventy-five-feet long, and with the soil as wet as it is, our muscles are screaming at us to stop. What results is a blanket of gray mud bricks the length and width of our beds. At least the weeds beneath aren’t going to break through.


We’ve now dug in ten beds this way and are waiting for a day or two of sun to slightly dry the mud cakes. Those days eventually come, and we borrow a neighbor’s rototiller to break them up a bit. They now look like little pebbles, and we layer this with a good three to five inches of compost. We use a total of fifteen yards.


We drop some seeds directly into the compost, cover them, and pray for even the slightest amount of growth. And grow they do. And we bring head lettuce, lettuce mix, radishes, mustard mix, garlic scapes, and eggs to our first market. We sell out quickly, and folks are ultra-happy. One year later, we have yet to till these beds. There have been three successions of veggies in some, and counting. The soil is improving, and seems to be teeming with life — lots of worms and little buggers.

OEBPS/images/f0001-11.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-10.jpg





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-08.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-09.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0001-06.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-07.jpg





OEBPS/images/flower1.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-04.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-05.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/flower.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781603428088.jpg
THE NEXT GENERATION OF AMERICAN FARMERS

N A N
Sﬂp 50 Dispatches from the
A New Farmers’® Movement

2 edited by Zoé Ida Bradbury,
. Severine von Tscharner Fleming, and Paula Manalo

o m—








