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  For Erik, and his generation, who will inherit the land, as well as the joys and mysteries that go along with it . ..




  —JM




  Dedicated with love to Celia and Sara




  —RP
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  Let us never forget that the cultivation of the earth is the most important labor of man. Until he gives up the chase and fixes himself in some place, and seeks a living from the earth, he is a roaming barbarian. When tillage begins, other arts follow. The farmers, therefore, are the founders of civilization.




  —DANIEL WEBSTER




  The farmer is the only person in our economy who buys everything retail, sells everything wholesale, and pays the freight both ways.




  —JOHN F. KENNEDY
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  INTRODUCTION




  




  As an advocate for sustaining American agriculture, in particular the protection of the family farm, and a fellow Hudson River Valley enthusiast, I was thrilled to hear Joanne Michaels would be writing a book about the local farms of the region. It is my hope that this publication will impart to its readers a better understanding of the natural resources the Hudson Valley has to offer, as well as a greater appreciation and incentive to support what is being locally grown. Hudson River Valley Farms is a celebration of the wealth and abundance cultivated in the soil along the Hudson River.




  The renowned Hudson River Valley has long been captivating peoples’ hearts with its rich history, natural wonders, and vibrant culture. Farming has been deeply rooted in the heritage of this his toric region. Agriculture has played a vital role in the development of the area since its earliest settlements. Today the Hudson River Valley continues to be home to a devoted farming community, producing a variety of goods including everything from hay and honey to fresh produce and dairy products.




  The rural beauty of the Hudson River Valley has not gone unrecognized; it has been the creative muse for countless artists past and present. Farming is no exception when it comes to enhancing the splendor of the region. Vegetables, all in perfect rows, grow as far as the eye can see; greenhouses are filled with eye-catching flowers of beautiful varieties; and cows dot the green countryside. These stunning and dramatic images add to the rustic beauty that makes the region such an attractive one.




  The farmers market, a long-standing regional tradition, gives people the opportunity to come together while learning more about their neighbors and the cornucopia of goods the Hudson River Valley has to offer. There is no question of the addition this makes to the cultural affluence of the area. Just-picked, locally grown produce is available direct from the farmer, guaranteeing the freshest, best-tasting food.




  Due to the bounty of produce grown in the region, an array of fine restaurants has emerged in the Hudson River Valley. The excellent livestock, along with various organic options, is enticing to any chef desiring to offer high-quality creations. Locals are lucky to have the ability to benefit from farm fresh goods not only when they eat in but also when they dine out.




  The natural wealth of fertile countryside within the Hudson River Valley brings numerous benefits to this breathtaking region. It is important that we do not let the farms of the Hudson disappear; they remain an important part of the local and regional community and there is much to gain from their presence. While there has been a recent renaissance in small farming in the Hudson River Valley, it is vital that we protect these assets as we would any other resource that profits the region. Like the majestic Catskill Mountains or the stunning Hudson River, farms play an invaluable role in our bountiful landscape. With support from the community, these farms will have the opportunity they deserve to flourish.




  This book is not only a tribute to the farms that have enhanced our area but also recognition of the farmers who make it all possible. Without their passion and hard work, our area would be at a serious disadvantage. Because of their efforts, our community can enjoy the benefits of having locally grown, fresh goods of the highest quality.




  Hudson River Valley Farms is a tribute to the bountiful lands of the Hudson Valley. It is wonderful that the benefits of agriculture in the region are being documented in a book, enlightening readers about the fantastic effects farming has on the area. From the farmers who ardently tend their fields and livestock, to the new restaurants producing savory dishes made from local fare, farming has brought with it countless advantages to the communities in the Hudson River Valley. Agriculture has added both to the pastoral beauty of the area and to the enhancement of the local culture and economy. This book is a moving portrayal of the magnificent farms and farmers of the Hudson River Valley.




  —U.S. CONGRESSMAN MAURICE D. HINCHEY




  PREFACE




  




  As the author of two guidebooks to the Hudson River Valley, I continually travel throughout this scenic historic region. On my trips I rarely fail to purchase some fresh fruit and vegetables at a local farmers market. The flavor is dramatically better than the taste of produce shipped across the country over days in refrigerated trucks. And once I became accustomed to farm fresh food, it was difficult to enjoy ordinary supermarket fare again.




  Over the years, as I drove around the Valley, I passed through stretches of pastoral countryside, often seeing herds of cows at the side of the road, acres of apple orchards, silos bursting with corn, and tractors moving in the distance. I grew curious about the people behind the crops and machinery. Just who was out there? How did they decide to farm? What challenges have they faced now that agribusiness has largely taken over food production in America? I realized agriculture was part of life in the Hudson River Valley that I had not yet explored.




  And so I set out on a journey that has taken me from Congers, Sleepy Hollow country, and Pine Island, to Ghent, Preston Hollow, and Castleton-on-Hudson. The forty-four farms included here are representative of hundreds of others I wish I could have visited, but time would not permit. The book follows the Hudson River from the south (Rockland and Westchester Counties), north to the Albany/Rensselaer County region.




  Interestingly, few farms are located along the Hudson River. After Hendrik Hudson’s exploration in 1609, and the English colonization in the latter part of the seventeenth century, acres of land along the river were granted to wealthy nobles. Farming burgeoned, and for centuries, life on these farms remained self-sustaining and relatively unchanged.




  In the mid-1970s, with the advent of agribusiness, the price of milk dramatically plummeted. Many of the farms I visited that had been dairy operations were now transformed into diverse businesses. Out of necessity, dairy farmers were forced to make changes; the alternative was to sell off their acreage to developers.




  The owners of some farms took a risk: They began to grow organic produce as well as raise free-range chickens and hormone-free livestock. In recent years they have watched their market grow as the number of people in quest of high-quality milk, cheese, meat, and produce has increased dramatically. These business owners figured out how to maximize their profits from their new niche. Often this has meant leaving their farms and going where the market is—whether it’s to Manhattan, Brooklyn, or a parking lot by the local train station. Local farming seems to be reverting back to a somewhat old-fashioned way of doing things. As one farmer pointed out: Organic methods have been used since the beginning of time—before pesticides and chemicals were invented!




  I hope this book sparks the curiosity of readers to know their farmers and find out where their food comes from. The idea of eating locally grown foods is particularly appealing, so I included a directory of farmers markets to make shopping directly from local farms easier. Some businesses, including Grazin’ Angus, Ronnybrook Farm, and Hahn Farm, have retail outlets on their premises.




  In the spirit of agri-tourism, I hope readers will discover new places to visit, like the Rogowski Farm in the Black Dirt region (Orange County) and the Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture in Pocantico Hills (Westchester County)—two strikingly different farms. I sincerely hope these small slices of farm life pique your interest and lead you on as fascinating a journey as I have experienced—to the heart of our region, as well as to the center of our existence. The farmers I encountered during my research are fascinating, maverick entrepreneurs as well as creative, grounded individuals.




  Local food tastes better because it is better. When you choose to purchase this superior produce, you benefit local families as well as your entire community. Giving local farmers your business preserves open space and the wildlife within it. There is no better investment in our future in the Hudson River Valley.




  —JOANNE MICHAELS
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  a dramatic rock cliff provides a backdrop for the apple orchard.




  DR. DAVIES FARM Congers, Rockland County





  




  “I’ve made a living by what I get from the land, but I’ve made a life from what I’ve given back to the community.”




  Iwas born in this house seventy, seven years ago,” Niles Davies Jr. told me in the family’s cozy kitchen. “I’ve had two heart surgeries and survived colon and prostate cancer, and I still do most of the tractor work,” Niles, an imposing presence, is the patriarch of an impressive family, as well as a man who is delightfully forthright.




  The farm is named for his grandmother. “Dr. Lucy Meriweather Davies delivered over six thousand babies in Rockland County-and she was a strawberry farmer as well,” Niles told me. A-descendant of Meriweather Lewis of the Lewis an Clark expedition, Lucy married Arthur Davies, a. well known artist, in 1891, and they bought the home we were sitting in for $6,500. At the time, the farm consisted of thirty-eight acres, a two-story farmhouse, and a barn.




  Niles is proud of his heritage, including the fact that his grandfather was president of the American Artists and Sculptors; they organized the 1913 Armory Show in Manhattan where Picasso, Degas, and Matisse were first exhibited to the American public. When Niles graduated from Cornell in 1952 and went into the family business, there were approximately five hundred farms in Rockland County.




  Today there are four thousand apple trees, thirty-five acres of vegetables, and two farm stands on the Dr. Davies Farm. Cider is pressed and hayrides are offered during apple-picking season. “We had to adapt to the changing market,” Niles explained. “Once we were wholesale only; now pick-your-own and cider are major sources of income.’ The Davies now retail most of their corn crop, and school groups from all over Rockland County come to pick apples. “The retail aspect has kept us going,” Niles remarked, going on to mention they are one of only two farms remaining in Rockland County.




  The government has taken land from the farm under eminent domain a few times: when building Route 304, then for sewer construction, and a third time for a reservoir. “It’s difficult to resist selling the property; our land was recently appraised at $400,000 per acre,” Niles revealed, pleased his family has done its part to maintain open land in Rockland County.




  Niles serves on the board of both the Rockland Center of the Arts and the Helen Hayes Hospital. “I’ve made a living by what I get from the land, but I’ve made a life by what I’ve given back to the community,” he said. In 2007 the Davies donated about seven acres of prime land in Congers to Rockland Center of the Arts. “It’s an outright gift with no tax benefits,” he added.




  After visiting the Davies farm, it was evident Jan and Niles incorporated their philosophy of generosity into life in the county. When I asked if he soon planned to retire, Niles replied with conviction: “The farm will go on,” explaining that he has had good reason to make changes in his busy exis, tence but has chosen to continue working. “I’ve had every disease there is and I still run the place!”
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  A seasonal worker from Jamaica, who has worked for the Davies family for ten years, collects tomatoes.




  




  STONE BARNS CENTER FOR FOOD AND AGRICULTURE Pocantico Hills, Westchester County





  




  “Our goal is to spark interest in people and get them involved with the farm so they return on a regular basis.”




  Upon arrival here, one sees the landmark stone barns, lush English gardens in full flower (if you are lucky enough to visit during summertime), a spectacular greenhouse, and vegetable fields bursting with an array of crops. The entire scene is reminiscent of an idyllic farm from another age. But a closer look reveals this picturesque opera tion is intertwined with technology as well as sustainability and organic farm practices.




  For almost a century, the land here was part of the Rockefeller family estate. In an effort to mod ernize his family farm, during the 1930s, John D. Rockefeller Jr. commissioned architect Grosvenor Atterbury to design a complex of stone farm buildings. Frederick Law Olmsted also contributed to the endeavor. Later on, in the 1970s, Peggy Rockefeller, wife of David Rockefeller, became involved in farming and raising cattle here. After her death in 1996, her husband carried out her wish to preserve and restore the stone barns. Five years later, in 2001, he gave the buildings and eighty acres of land to the nonprofit Stone Barns Restoration Corporation. The Center opened to the public in 2004 and is supported by memberships, foundation grants, and corporate donations, as well as sales from the cafe and farm store.
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  A ewe with her two off spring relaxing in a field.




  Erica Helms, managing director of the Center, took me on a tour with the head of livestock operations, Craig Haney. Traveling in a golf cart-like vehicle along a path through the woods, our first stop was to visit the Berkshire pigs. While the sheep, geese, and chickens roam freely and are moved every day to a different pasture locale, the pigs live in a controlled environment. I couldn’t help but wonder if that difference affected the taste of the pork. “Our mission is not just about raising animals for the restaurant here,” Craig emphasized. “The goal is to spark interest in people and get them involved with the farm so they return on a regular basis,” To that end the Center reaches out through workshops, leetures, and school programs and as a gathering place for the exchange of ideas between farmers.




  The mission of Stone Barns is to be as self, sufficient as possible using what is generated on the farm. They have successfully meshed traditional agricultural practices with modern technologies, including a computer monitored greenhouse environment and movable electric fencing.




  The cart we rode in was powered by biodiesel made from kitchen grease processed with methane and lye, an alternative fuel system set up and maintained on the premises by Jack Algiere, manager of the fruit and vegetable operation at the farm. He explained how forty-two gallons are made at one time, costing only seventy five cents each-an inexpensive way to run the farm cars that travel from one end of the property to the other. “I just connect people with chemistry,” he remarked.
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