
by Katherine Collins

Don’t get me wrong. I love fall. 
I am giddy with anticipation of 
the fiery red foliage lit up against 
brilliant, blue skies. I relish all 
of the fall clichés: thick, warm 
sweaters, hot apple cider, the 
smell of fallen leaves and crisp, 
cool mornings. But fall has come 
to mean something completely 
different to me as I have made 
my transition into the farming 
world. During the three years 
that I have been working on 
production vegetable farms, fall 

has brought a new and surprising 
feeling: reluctance. 

For 17 years or so, fall meant the 
beginning of a new school year. 
The fading of summer seemed 
inseparable from my anxiety for 
new classes, new teachers and 
new classmates. After I finished 
my days as a student, I clung 
to the academic calendar and 
worked as an environmental 
and garden educator in schools 
for several years. It was 
comforting to have my time so 
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Welcome to our 70 brand new 
CSA customers! And many thanks 
to the 400 summer folks who are 
continuing on into the fall.  While we 
do love tomatoes (and we ate our 
share, all of us), we are really looking 
forward to the variety of flavors and 
textures and colors that come with 
cooler weather.  In the last week, we 
have been digging sweet potatoes 
day after day, and they are gorgeous 
and plentiful.  We are stockpiling 
winter squash in the cooler, and we 
just planted one more little field of 
radishes. Fall is spicy and sweet and 
packed with vitamins – it really is our 
best season.

We have just one piece of advice 
for the new folks – stock up on lots of 
olive oil and garlic.  You will be learning 
about so many different leafy greens, 
and the simplest way to cook them is 
to wash, chop, sauté anything leafy 
in olive oil and garlic.  The summer 
folks have been subsisting on Swiss 
chard for weeks and weeks, but now 
it is time for tatsoi and mustards and 
kale and bok choi and turnip greens 
and other surprises.

Okay, one other piece of 
advice:  if you find yourself getting 
overwhelmed by your share, then 
choose something to freeze and 
take the ten minutes to blanche it, 
squeeze it, and get it into a freezer 
bag. You will never be sorry.  Winter 
is long, and a freezer full of small bags 
of frozen greens will be a delight.

Kicking and Screaming into Fall 

Katherine in the arms of her summer compatriots, Brianne, 
Scout, Ashley, Sam, Jaclyn.



by Hana Newcomb

We pride ourselves on working 
only in the daylight.  Most of the 
time.  What I mean is, when we hear 
about other farmer friends who 
work with headlamps, or who are 
cleaning grain at midnight when the 
humidity is the least troublesome, 
we shake our heads and feel glad 
that we don’t have that life.

But, of course, sometimes we 
do.  There were the supremely 
memorable nights in our childhood 
when our parents shook us awake to 
go outside to cover tomato plants a 
few hours before dawn, just before 
the dew froze on the leaves.  Not 
just a few plants, but a whole field, 
thousands of plants.  In those days 
there were wax paper “hot caps” 
to cover individual plants, one at a 
time.  There was a bell-shaped metal 
implement that had a handle, and 
you placed it carefully on the hot 
cap so that the edges stuck out all 
around the bottom.  Then the adult 
would dump a couple of shovelfuls 
of dirt over the metal bell, the child 
would lift it up and move on to the 
next hot cap.  I always remember 
(not just on occasions like these) 
thinking that I was the only kid in 
my whole third grade class who was 
doing this.

And, nowadays, it is quite dark 
before 6 AM when we meet to load 
the market trucks.  So we have to 
turn on the lights.  That certainly 
counts as working in the dark.

Some evenings in September, I 
have to turn on the lights to finish 
packing the CSA tomatoes.  It just 
gets too dark to be able to tell a 
pink tomato from a red one, and I 
really have to be able to see every 
bit of the tomato in order to let it go 
into a CSA bag.

In mid July, when we were trying 
to avoid the hammering heat of the 
day, we started transplanting the 
kale and broccoli and cauliflower 
in the early evening. Ashley and I 

sat side by side on the transplanter, 
placing her precious seedlings into 
their individual puddles behind the 
water wheel. Jon was driving the 
tractor, keeping the rows straight, 
saying nothing about the growing 
darkness.  One night we pushed 
on for as long as we could, and the 
moon was high when we stopped.  
Ashley said, “pretty soon the bats 
will be out.”  And we were amused 
at the thought, not appalled.

Just tonight I discovered that 
the streetlights along Beulah Road 
can be helpful to a farmer in the 
suburbs.  Ordinarily I wouldn’t ever 
have been on a tractor after dark, 
but I was feeling behind schedule 
and pressured by the possibility 
of a rainy weekend.  I had already 
spread the soil amendments on the 
field and it is wasteful to let that 
wash away in the rain.  So I started 
spading at 7:15, just as the sun was 
starting to go below the trees over 
Maymont.   It got dark pretty fast, 

but there is so much ambient light 
in the suburbs that I could still see 
the ground.  And I know that field 
like the back of my hand, truly.  I 
kept going.  And then the moon 
came up, bright, and there were 
shadows.  I could have kept going 
but my rational husband came to 
get me, so I reluctantly got off the 
tractor – finally understanding what 
my farmer friends who work in the 
dark are thinking when they put on 
their headlamps.

We still haven’t installed all the 
lights in the new barn in Loudoun 
because we believe in our hearts 
that we should not be washing 
vegetables in the night.  But 
sometimes on a dark, rainy day we 
wonder if we should just go ahead 
and put in a few lamps.  A couple 
lights over the sinks might be a 
good idea, especially in November 
when daylight is so rare.  Anything 
to avoid headlamps…
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By the Light of the Silvery Moon

Light comes from all sides on the Vienna farm, day and night.



clearly delineated by the 
teachers and students 
with whom I interacted 
and to have those 
experiences demarcated 
by three or so months 
of summer vacation. It 
made the passing of time 
feel easily measured and 
clearly defined. 

As a farmer, the idea of 
markers of time still ring 
true. Early spring is now 
the slow, gradual start 
of my work. Summer, 
far from of feeling like 
a break, is the peak of 
activity with days full 
of planting, endless 
weeding tasks and so 
much harvesting it’d 
make your head spin. 
And, unlike my years as a 
student and an educator, 
the long-awaited rest 
isn’t during the summer. 
It’s during the logical 
cold months where we 
hibernate and recharge 
for another year of 
activity. 

Similarly to each 

grade level, each 
farming season feels 
completely distinct from 
the others. Much of 
this has to do with the 
fact that I have been 
somewhat nomadic in 
my approach to farming. 
Two seasons ago, I 
farmed as an apprentice 
at the UC Santa Cruz 
Center for Agriculture 
and Sustainable Food 
Systems. Last season, I 
worked solely at Potomac 
Vegetable Farm’s (PVF) 
Purcellville location. This 
season, I’m splitting 
my time between 
both the Purcellville 
and the Vienna farm 
sites. Still, it would be 
unthinkable to mistake 
events from one season 
with that of another 
because each one has 
been so different. In my 
first farming season, I 
harvested a beet with a 
four-foot-long tap root. 
Last season, I drove a 
tractor for my very first 
time. This season, we 
grew a bumper crop 
of some of the most 

beautiful eggplant I have 
ever seen! 

As I have already made 
clear, being a vegetable 
grower in the mid-
Atlantic has transformed 
the meaning of fall for 
me. It now signifies the 
beginning of the end 
of the year’s vegetable 
farming. (Unless you 
are a hard-core, year-
round vegetable 
grower! I, unfortunately, 
don’t have the blood 
circulation to be one.) 
We feel the season 
winding down with the 
abbreviated daylight, the 
cool, dewy mornings and 
the depleting crew size. 
In the fall, our student 
workers begin to leave 
the farm for the start of 
their respective school 
years. It is a particularly 
nostalgic time for me to 
reflect on the wonderful 
crew I had the pleasure 
of working with that 
season. We  had some 
stellar college and high 
school students this year 
and it feels strange that 
they are now gone. I 

miss Amelia’s witty quips 
at our potluck lunches, 
Satori’s cheery smile at 
the farm stand and Peio’s 
never-ending thirst to 
help with whatever task 
needs accomplished. 
They’ve all left their 
mark on this season even 
if they aren’t here for 
our hefty sweet potato 
harvest. (They did their 
share of planting and 
weeding those little 
guys!) 

Aside from the 
numerous goodbyes 
that have happened over 
the last few weeks, I also 
feel reluctant to face 
the fall because it is the 
time that all of us farm 
workers start to think 
about what we’ll do after 
our time at PVF comes 
to a close. The reality of 
the need to decide what 
I’ll do this winter and 
next season approaches 
faster and faster 
with the plummeting 
temperatures. It is both 
exhausting and exciting 
to annually evaluate 
what I will be doing the 
following season. It is 
the nagging fall that let’s 
me know that it’s time 
to get my act in gear 
and put a little effort 
into thinking about the 
future. However, all of 
that looking ahead won’t 
keep me from clinging 
to the last pieces of the 
season: the last mulching 
project, the last tomato 
harvest,  the last time 
I won’t need gloves to 
complete a morning’s 
harvest and, sadly, the 
last time I’ll prep the 
CSA room for all of our 
wonderful members to 
pick-up. 
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Stephen behind the digger, unearthing the first sweet potatoes of the season.
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By Jill Evans-Kavaldjian

A gardener from an 
early age, I have always 
been a great lover of real 
homegrown tomatoes. 
The search for these 
tomatoes led me to 
the Arlington farmers 
market on Saturdays in 
the 1980s, where I found 
what I was looking for 
from Hiu Newcomb 
at Potomac Vegetable 
Farms.  

When I moved to 
Loudoun in 1997 with 
my young family, I didn’t 
know that PVF had a farm 
just a few miles down the 
road. Farmers markets in 
Loudoun were almost 
nonexistent at the 
time, which surprised 
us. We would journey 
back to the farmer’s 
markets near the city to 
buy tomato plants and 
grow our own. Our little 
organic garden grew 
quickly so I could have a 
source of fresh herbs and 
other items missing from 
our local grocery store 
(times have changed).

I got to know PVF’s 
Farmer Ellen, whose 
son was just a bit 
younger than my kids, 
through events around 
Lovettsville, where I 
worked as a preschool 
teacher. We both joined 
a book group, where 
we discussed farming 
and its relationship to 
gardening, and a host of 

other topics.  That’s how 
I came to work at PVF in 
2003, or was it 2004? 

In the early spring Ellen 
often needed an extra 
someone to help in the 
greenhouse or with 
transplanting in the field 
before the farm workers 
arrived for the season. 
Over the years I learned 
a variety of tasks, from 
transplanting seedlings 
to pots and washing 
greens to even driving 
the tractor once or 
twice (way harder than 
it looks). I learned how 
to bunch flowers and 
plant potatoes and cover 

plants with reemay to 
protect them from a late 
frost (a job my whole 
family helped with). I 
learned a lot!

The idea of the 
Viriginia Farm Alphabet 
was a natural result of 
my experiences at the 
Purcellville farm.  The 
first block I made was Z 
(zinnias). I started the 
printmaking project 
determined to make a 
farm alphabet series 
that was a more realistic 
version of how a farm 
works than the ones 
available to my preschool 
students.  Not just 

animals and vegetables, 
but people, machines, 
buildings, insects, and 
even weeds came to be 
part of the Alphabet.  It 
took about five years 
to finish all 26 designs, 
between working at the 
farm and other artistic 
projects, including 
raising two kids (who 
have also worked at PVF 
over the years).

Once all the prints were 
made, I decided to make 
a book.  Again, I wanted 
it to teach folks a little 
(C is for compost) about 
how a real farm works.  
I created verse-form 
riddles to help kids and 
parents guess about the 
images, and a key in the 
back.  Finally, a request 
from an art collector 
put the final element 
in place:  Could it be a 
coloring book? Yes!  This 
year I finally finished it.

I’m still an “extra 
someone” at PVF. You 
can find the Virginia Farm 
Alphabet Coloring Book, 
and me, sometimes, 
at the Purcellville farm 
stand in the summertime, 
filling customers in on 
the meaning of ecoganic, 
and a great way to cook 
chard. The farm still 
finds ways to make it 
into my imagination. My 
next print series, in the 
planning phases, will be 
a collection of common 
weeds.

Farm to (Coffee)Table: The Virginia 
Farm Alphabet Coloring Book


