
by Stephen Bradford

The question on my mind is how might this 
farm realize its potential as a place of peace, 
healing and transformation, on an individual, 
communal and societal level? It’s the research 
question of my MA thesis in peace and 
conflict studies, and it looms over my own 
homecoming to the farm this spring as I join 
the farm’s management team.

The question seems to contain within 
it an implicit critique of the farm, that it’s 
stuck somewhere between complacent and 
complicit with the contradictions of the local 
food movement, the unhealthy imbalances 
of suburbia, and the violent injustice of our 
global economic system. As with any harsh 
judgment these words reveal much about my 
own experience of the world. Having grown 
up from this farm I’ve seen farmland and forest 
that I loved, including my childhood home, 
bulldozed to make way for new McMansions. 
This opened a feeling of alienation from the 
course of modern development  that has 
only deepened as I have traveled and become 
involved in activism and human rights work.  
Meanwhile, the farm itself has continued to 
thrive amidst the growing wealth of suburban 
Northern Virginia. 

With this feeling of alienation comes a sense 
of separation that can be both dangerous 
and empowering. Empowering insofar as 
differentiating oneself from a perceived other 
(i.e. suburbanites, capitalist farmers) allows 
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An Invitation to a 
Place of Possibility 

Winter CSA:  Yes, We Have No 
Tomatoes

This will be our fifth season of experimenting 
with winter vegetable growing in Vienna and our 
first season in Purcellville.  On-farm pick-up only, 
both farms.  We will have cold-hardy greens like 
spinach and kale and collards, there will be lots 
of root crops like turnips and sweet potatoes 
and beets, and we are growing some leafy salad 
greens in the unheated tunnels.  The share size is 
about eight items, there will be eight distribution 
days (three in December, three in February, two 
in March if all goes as planned), and the price is 
$246 including tax.

Please write to hana@potomacvegetablefarms.
com if you want to be on the list. Space is limited. “Invitation,” continued on page 4

Covering the winter hoop house so there will be salad 
mix and arugula in February.



by Hannah Smith  

Farming vegetables can feel like herding cats. 
They are finicky beasts. As babies in the green 
house they quickly show attitude and demand 
to be set free. Allowed to bask in the moonlight 
young plants can face truly cruel conditions. 
Spring can bring late frosts and heavy rains, 
formidable adversaries. This being said, they 
should never be mistaken for wild -- without 
scheduled watering, pruning, row-cover armor, 
and weeding these prima donnas would not last 
long. It is specifically this mix of hard to control 
energy and serious demands that makes farming 
an ever shifting combination of science, luck, 
deep knowledge, and blind faith. Try as a young 
farmer might, I will never be able to google all 
of my vegetable problems away. It is specifically 
this reason that I want to share some of the 
extremely general advice I have for dealing with 
such problems. 

I find it very important to understand that 
vegetables / vegetable plants whether alive or 
dead are not misbehaving on purpose. They 
are not malicious in nature. Negative vibes 
and wayward behavior are often a product 
of neglect or other environmental abuse. Not 
enough watering leads to wilt in leafy greens 
and a row of baby radishes can be overwhelmed 
by thistle if not tended to. Celery simply doesn’t 
care enough to make you mad on purpose. 

The second step is to identify the problem. 
This often takes the effort of checking in with 
all the farm workers who have played a role in 
the plant’s life. If it is a problem in the field, then 
watering schedule, nutrient inputs, last scheduled 
weeding, and well-being in relation to past crops 
are brought up. After a couple conversations 
and cross referencing a general diagnosis can be 
reached. Now it is time to make a decision. To 
act or not to act. Unfortunately some crops are 
failures, it just was not their time to shine. If this 
is the case starting over is important because 
pouring more time and energy into a plant that 
is past the point of no return is wasteful. 

 A totally lost crop is rare here at PVF! There 
are a myriad of ways to get crops in line. Some 
do not play nice and must be wrestled into 
submission while others really respond to the 
extra attention rebounding after pampering. 
This cycle of observing, assessing, and deciding 
takes place multiple times over the vegetable’s 
life, often in multiple locations. In the field, in the 

washroom, at market, before CSA, and after CSA 
just to name a few. 

If your vegetable shows more than one of these 
characteristics is most definitely misbehaving: 

JUST LOST: The vegetable may be a rouge 
kohlrabi or volunteer eggplant (in a pepper 
patch). This lucky gem is best dealt with by a 
seriously hungry farm worker. Often plucked 
up in the regular harvest they will hide out in a 
harvest crate before a swift golf cart ride to the 
kitchen. These lost and found vegetables never 
have to endure a single early market morning. 

IRRESPONSIBLY POPULAR: Some vegetables 
are so tasty they can’t even help themselves. One 
may think that popular vegetables are a farmer’s 
dream. This can be true but popularity can have 
its struggles. Often our favorite vegetables to 
eat have been grown in this area for a long time, 
enough time to allow for disease patterns to be 
established as well as insect pressure. This makes 
it hard to get these guys to the customer while 
still looking pretty. Fame takes its toll. 

TOO FAST/SLOW: Crops are planted with 
consideration for how long they will take to reach 
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How to Deal With Misbehaving Vegetables

Hana with our ginger, which was misbehaving with 
yellow leaves but turned out amazing! Now we 
just have to get the weird tentacle roots off. 

“How,” continued on page 5



by Lani Newcomb

Why drive to 
Pennsylvania to pick up 
supplies? Because that’s 
where all the cool stuff 
is!! When you run the 
Bluemont General Store 
in downtown Bluemont, 
VA (we don’t have a 
stoplight but we DO 
have a stop sign), you 
have to find stuff that 
fits the store. Bluemont 
is in western Loudoun 
County, 10 miles south of 
the Wheatland farm.

We sell soup, 
sandwiches, grass fed 
Angus beef, lots of hand 
dipped ice cream, laying 
hens hatching eggs, glass 
bottle milk, and whatever 
else we feel like. Today 
someone walked out 
with two roosters, 
apple butter, eggs and 
honey. My favorite was 
when someone came in, 
looked at the sandwich 
selection, and said with 
a straight face, I’ll have a 
steak and cheese and six 
laying hens.

Every two weeks I 
head north to Lancaster 
and Lebanon counties 
in PA. There’s absolutely 
nothing you can’t 
find there, everyone’s 
friendly and the 
scenery’s gorgeous.  I 
start in Frederick, MD 
at McCutcheon’s Apple 
Products and load up 
on jams, jellies and 
honey, before zipping 
up to Shuff’s Meats in 
Thurmont, MD. They 
have awesome thin 
sliced country ham for 
the millions of ham 
sliders we sell, country 

sausage, beef jerky, 
scrapple, and any cut of 
meat you want. They’re 
where we take our beef 
to be processed.

I’m driving a 1988 
International horse Van, 
so when I say “zip”, 
it’s relative. She goes 
zero to 35 in about two 
weeks, but is solid as a 
rock, can carry anything 
and stops on a dime. For 
some reason when the 
Amish driving horses see 
her, they freak out. They 
see trucks, semis, cars 
all the time, but they see 
Howard the Horse Van 
and just turn and dive off 
the roads into the field. 
I’ve learned that when 
I see one approaching, 
when its eyes get big 
as houses and it starts 
to pop a wheelie, I just 
stop and let the driver 
wrestle it past me. 
So I zip (slowly) up to 
Dutch Valley Foods in 
Myerstown and load up 
with bulk candy, drinks, 
and baking supplies, then 
race south to Manheim 
to McGeary Organics to 
pick up a ton of organic 
chicken feed along with 
organic flour for the 
store. By now I’m already 
stressed, because most 
of these establishments 
close at 5 , and here it is 
already 1 pm.

I zig zag south through 
Lebanon County into 
Lancaster, stopping 
at Zooks Chicken Pies 
for cases of amazing 
chicken and beef pot 
pies; Stockins Apiaries 
for locust, alfalfa and 
buckwheat honey and 
honey comb, various 

farms that know I’m 
coming to pick up a 
couple hundred whoopie 
pies. Smucker’s Harness 
for bells and leather 
products, Jacob King’s 
to drop off and pick up 
horse blankets. Is this 
fun or what? Beiler’s 
Barrels and Totes to 
pick up wooden boxes 
and 20 barrels ranging 
in size from 15 to 55 
gallons, all previously 
containing Apple juice, 
jalapeño peppers or 
other food product. Who 
needs barrels? You do! 
Everyone needs a great 
barrel or three with a 
wide-mouth locking lid 
to store things in your 
kitchen or garage, to 
store feed, use as a 
bathtub for your guest 
room or hide bodies in. 
We always have them on 
the porch of the store.

I always pick up the 
chickens last, so they 
don’t have to ride 
around in the truck all 
day grumbling, and the 
Amish farmers don’t 
“close” at 5, so I take 

advantage of this and hit 
all the retail stores first. 
This is where I’ve made 
most of my contacts 
for supplies -- I stop 
to pick up 40 roosters 
and find that this farm 
makes scooters. The 
farmer where I get 100 
laying hens also makes 
corn brooms, and Mr. 
Shirk who sells specialty 
hens of different breeds 
knows where I can find 
burlap bags or egg boxes. 
It’s one big network.

If I hustle I usually 
manage to get the last 
chickens loaded by 9 pm, 
and it’s so much more 
efficient to catch them 
in the dark anyway when 
they’re sleepily sitting 
on the roosts instead of 
ripping around the yard, 
then it’s three hours 
back home. 

Editor’s Note:  Lani 
is Newcomb Daughter 
#2. She raises the hens 
that lay the eggs for our 
CSA, owns the Bluemont 
General Store and is a 
veterinarian in her spare 
time.

Farm Notes Page 3

Ten-Stop Shopping in Pennsylvania



for an independent 
identity protective of 
one’s values. Dangerous 
to the extent that any 
idea of separation risks 
obscuring our inherent 
interdependence in favor 
of the dualistic language 
of opposition. Viewing 
the farm as somehow 
distinct from its 
suburban surroundings 
came naturally to me, 
but I have come to see 
the farm as inextricably 
intertwined with 
the dynamics of the 
encompassing society 
on all levels. Overcoming 
this idea of separation 
(still fundamental to my 
own sense of identity) 
might be the most 
important first step 
in understanding the 
transformative potential 
latent within the farm.

In this respect, I 
was deeply moved 
by my ‘research’ this 
summer, which, through 
many meaningful 
conversations with 
members of the farm 
community (family, 
friends, neighbors 
and CSA customers), 
opened up a sense 
of connection and 
belonging that has often 
eluded me. By clarifying 
the evolving meanings 
that this farm has held 
for diverse members of 
its community, these 
encounters grounded 
me in a sense of 
gratitude for what the 
farm has offered me 
in my life. Similarly, I 
found it healing to be 
able to openly share 
our fears and concerns 

for the world, and our 
uncertainty as to the role 
of the farm in a complex 
system dominated 
by oppression and 
exploitation. I drew 
considerable inspiration 
from the concrete 
visions of how we might 
deepen the educational, 
creative, natural and 
communal potential of 
the farm, and how these 
resources might connect 
diverse populations. I 
felt an openness and 
enthusiasm that gave 
me hope and motivation 
for the transformative 
possibilities that this 
place could nourish. 

I was touched and 
encouraged by the 
process that took root 
this summer, but I 
also came away with 
a keen sense of the 

obstacles present in 
navigating our shared 
contradictions together. 
The task of living out a 
sense of fundamental 
i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e 
(with our community, 
our place, our 
earth) is challenge 
enough, without 
the understandable 
trepidation that tends 
to precede processes 
of change (internal 
and external). But if 
the story of the farm is 
instructive, it shows us 
that these processes of 
change are constant and 
cyclical, across scales 
and levels.  We are not 
simply passive objects 
of transformation, we 
are an active part of a 
shifting landscape that 
is constantly manifesting 
in new forms with new 

pathways between 
those forms. That this 
farm exists today in 
suburban Fairfax County 
testifies to the possibility 
of a place or community 
to support growth 
that (while certainly 
not independent 
from the dominant 
value structures) 
bears beautiful, 
delicious, nourishing 
fruit that would not 
have otherwise been 
imaginable.

Through this process, 
I have felt a new sense 
of belonging, not as a 
closed identity, but as 
a dynamic invitation. 
It is an invitation to 
participate collectively 
and collaboratively in the 
imagining and enacting 
of new possibilities in this 
place. It is an invitation to 
find our place in a diverse 
community, a complex 
web of interdependence 
that is supportive of our 
own self-actualization 
as creative agents of 
transformation and 
unified by movement 
through a shared 
experience of peace. The 
specific forms that this 
invitation might produce 
here on the farm 
would be impossible to 
predetermine, as they 
can only be fully realized 
through a collective and 
dynamic transformative 
process, yet I am sure 
they are urgently 
needed. I have a deep 
faith in the potential 
of this process, in the 
vital community that is 
formed and transformed 
here in harmony with 
the place that sustains 
it. And that, perhaps, is 
what peace is. 
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“Invitation,” continued 
from page 1

Stephen is in Berlin, working on his Master’s the-
sis.  Supposedly.



by Hana Newcomb 

Our last farm yoga class of the 
season happened on a blustery 
Thursday – we picked as fast as 
we could in the morning because 
we knew we had yoga and we 
knew it was going to rain in the 
afternoon.  All season long, at 1:30 
on Thursdays, we have stopped 
work to lie down on our mats in 
the midst of our work space.  Kate 
Powell, a former worker who has 
grown up to be a wonderful yoga 
instructor, arrives with a duffel 
bag full of mats that have been 
downgraded to farm use.  We 
sweep the floor but we ourselves 
are pretty grubby in the middle of 
the day.  We ignore the crates of 
unwashed carrots and beets that 
are stacked behind our teacher, 
and we focus for an hour on non-
farm thoughts.

 Lucky for us, Kate used to pick 
beans and pull posts and load 
trucks so she knows just which 
muscles are tired in our bodies.  
She doesn’t make us stand on 
one leg or attempt anything super 

gymnastic.  That isn’t really what 
farmers need. We spend most of 
our class on the floor, stretching 
and twisting and re-balancing.  
We tell her where we are tight 
and what hurts and she leads us 
through gentle poses to help us 
become flexible again.   

Only once did we venture 

outside, on a spectacular October 
afternoon, and now we know 
that we should do that on all the 
beautiful days.  There is no truly 
flat space outdoors on the farm 
(except the compost pad) so it 
adds to the feeling of adventure, 
doing a downward dog on a slight 
slope.  
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Notes from the Barn:
Thursday Afternoons: Farm Yoga

On the last day, we had to wear lots of extra clothes to keep our 
muscles warm enough.

maturity. Seasonal 
dependent heat and 
day light are two key 
factors playing into 
this equation. When 
the weather is not 
behaving as we expect 
this sends the plants 
out of wack. It can lead 
to a shorter length of 
harvest for some crops 
or very quickly growing 
mustard greens, which 

need to be cut twice 
as often. Other crops 
have the opposite 
problem and are very 
slow growing needing 
to be defended again 
and again from quickly 
growing weeds that 
are more than happy 
to colonize the highly 
fertile bare ground 
around our plants. 
Weeding, mulching, 
and interplanted cover 
crop are the solution 

to this problem. If only 
garlic cloves could 
mulch themselves!

As farmers and 
consumers it is vital to 
remember that these 
trying but worthwhile 
individuals are food, 
glorious splendid 
bounty of the earth, 
soul nourishing, 
nutrient rich food! It 
is best when we are 
able to appreciate 
them, welcoming 

them into our home 
cooked meals. But if 
you recognize that this 
vegetable is not the 
right fit for your home it 
still is possible food for 
myriad other mouths. 
Perhaps a curious 
friend/ neighbor, a 
local food bank/soup 
kitchen, even a hungry 
piggy, or our compost 
worms!  

“How,” cont. from pg. 2


