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by Casey Gustowarow

Sure everyone loves 
tomatoes and the other 
fruits of summer, but I 
say bring on the brisk 
weather, changing leaves 
and of course the sweet 
potatoes and winter 
squash.  For most people 
summer means vacation, 
BBQ’s and baseball.  
Farmers may find some 
time to fit those things 
in, but often the hottest 
season of the year is 
filled with weeds, sweat 
and seemingly endless 
hours. It is not until fall 
that I feel like I can finally 
catch my breath and 
once again appreciate 
what I do for a living.

On the farm, the months 
of July and August are not 
only filled with day long 
tomato harvests but also 
preparing and planting 
fields of fall crops such 
as broccoli and kale, and 
also making sure those 
long term storage crops 
such as butternut and 
sweet potatoes can fight 
off diseases and weeds 
to make it to harvest.  It 
is the time of year when 
a hot, dry spell can mean 
stressed out plants 

without much yield or a 
cool, wet period can bring 
about blight in tomatoes 
or a devastating mildew 
in squash leading to 
crop failure. This is when 
weeds seem to flourish 
just as much or sometimes 
more than vegetables 
and it is often difficult to 
determine where your 
crop is among the foxtail 
and pigweed.  You find 
yourself with clothes 
drenched in sweat on 
many occasions. And, the 
heat has a way of making 
many folks on the farm 
a little testy.  It is no 
wonder that burn out in 
the middle of August is 
a common occurrence in 
the farming world. 

But then fall comes to 
save the day.  Farming 
once again seems 
manageable. Weeds 
no longer grow with 
such vigor. The heat 
and humidity are no 
longer unbearable. Plant 
diseases and pests seem 
to be less prevalent.  This 
transition to the simpler 
side of farming often 
seems sudden to me but 
certainly is welcome. 
Truth be told, it is only 
because spring and 

summer have taken the 
brunt of the hard work 
and fall is finally time to 
reap the benefits.  

As we begin to haul in 
literally tons of pumpkins 
and butternut, I am 
reminded why I love fall.  
The food, with its higher 
caloric content and rib 
sticking quality, includes 
some of my favorite 
veggies.  For me, there 

is finally a bit more time 
for food preservation 
projects so we can enjoy 
our bounty even in the 
winter.  The crisp, clear 
weather is often just 
absolutely perfect.  I also 
begin to realize that we 
have made it over the 
hump of the season and 
that it is easy sailing from 
here on out and that is 
OK with me.  

Goodbye Stressed Out Plants and Burnt Out Farmers, Hello Fall
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Farming in Loudoun in the 1980s – Second in a series

by Hana Newcomb

About thirty years ago, there were six traffic lights 
on Route 7 between the farm on Leesburg Pike 
in Vienna and the turn-off to Route 9 heading for 
Hillsboro. There were no lights from there all the 
way to the farm in Loudoun.   As we headed west, we 
drove past miles and miles of open fields with herds 
of black cows. In the early morning, there was often 
a thick fog from Sterling all the way to Leesburg.  The 
Waterford Texaco was a landmark just as we got off 
the highway and started on the last five miles of the 
trip on the narrow two lane road.

I mention all this because in those days when we 
were farming in Loudoun, we were commuting 
there.  We spent the day and came home at the end, 
often in the dark. And we weren’t driving out there 
in small cars with a radio and air conditioning. Usually 
we were hauling something, towing something, or 
driving something that was only marginally road-
worthy.

It is hard to describe what it was like to make that 
trip, but as a result of all those hours of hauling 
and towing and avoiding disaster, I have reflexive 
memories that come to me every time I head out to 
the Loudoun farm.  And I am not alone – I learned 
from conversations with my sister Lani and our 
former worker Paul Benton that they also have 
clear memories of equipment breakdowns, poor 
judgment, and experiences on the road that would 
never happen today.  

The two farms are 30 miles apart and we often 
drove equipment from one farm to the other.  During 
baling season in May and June, when we were baling 
on both fronts, we kept one baler in Fairfax County 
and towed one out to Loudoun.  But inevitably there 
would be days when the reliable smaller machine, 
Ol’Whammy, would have a broken knotter and the 
weather window was tight, so we had to bring the 
newer and less dogged baler, Julia, out to take over.

 Towing a baler is a stressful enterprise.  When it 
is all folded up for travel, it still sticks out quite a bit 
on the right side.  So there you are in a pickup truck 
toodling down the highway, riding the white line on 
the edge of the road, hoping no one will be stopped 
on the shoulder.  All three of us have independent 
stories to tell of towing balers through Leesburg and 
we all remember that stone wall on the side of the 
road just after you get out of town.  Harrowing.  My 
dad did hit that wall once, I believe, and the baler 
survived but not without some damage.  Lani and I 
had to abandon a baler on the side of the road once 
when it got a flat tire.

Paul told stories about going into Leesburg with 

the nitrogen sprayer so he could get filled up at 
Southern States.  Once the hoses came loose and 
were dragging on the pavement.  He got stopped by 
the police who were naturally concerned about the 
trail that he was leaving on the road.  In those years, 
we all had that wide-eyed polite farmer expression 
that gave the police the comfort they needed to let 
us continue on.  Amazingly, we never had an accident 
or damaged any vehicles while commuting between 
the farms.  

Once we got to Loudoun, the adventures continued.  
Things broke constantly.  Paul remembers that 
the baler instruction manual was tucked into the 
compartment with the bales of twine, and it was a 
lifeline.   Time after time, he and Lani would pull out 
the manual, black with dust, and study the diagrams, 
trying to reset the timing chain or get the knotter 
to actually finish its cycle.  Later in the season, they 
discovered that the ancient corn binder, used to bind 
together cornstalks to sell in the fall, had a knotter 
that was similar to the one in the baler so they used 
the same book for that too.  Paul says that they found 
that if they just polished up the billhook really well so 
it wouldn’t snag, most of the time they were good to 
go again.

At the end of the day, depending on the season, 
there were often loads to haul back to Fairfax County.  
With our biggest rig, we hauled up to 300 bales of 
straw on the dump truck and trailer, and we never 
made a trip back with an empty vehicle.  My father 
was a transportation economist in his former office 
life – as a result of that mindset, we always used fuel 
and equipment with great awareness and intention.  

Many people might not know this, but if you leave 
western Loudoun County just at dark on July 4th, 
you will see firework displays on all horizons the 
whole way home.  We made that trip with a parade 
of vehicles hauling bales for many years and it was 
always a treat to watch the skies as we rumbled 
home.

ALL INVITED!

PVF West Open House 
 Saturday, Sept. 28th at 3:30. 

Meet at our farmstand. 
Light refreshments to follow. 

Bring a snack to share.
 

38369 John Wolford Road
Purcellville VA 20132
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From Permaculture to Sunflower Sprouts to Fall Crops in Virginia

By Ciara Prencipe

I’ve worked or volunteered on 
farms in three countries, on three 
continents and although that may 
sound impressive, I assure you it’s 
not. I’m still very new to the field of 
agriculture. Two years ago I went 
to a Big Party University (which 
shall remain unnamed) for a year. 
Almost immediately, I knew it was 
not the right place for me, and 
started looking at what I found 
to be the school’s exact opposite: 
the U.S. Air Force Academy. I 
applied, took the physical tests, 
and even received a congressional 
nomination. They rejected me, 
and I was left directionless – or so 
I thought.

In the wake of my 
disappointment, I decided to 
do something for me: I took 
a gap year from college. By a 
recommendation from a friend of 
a friend, I looked into a program 
called “World-Wide Opportunities 
on Organic Farms,” colloquially, 
WWOOF. This organization links 
volunteers with organic farms 
around the world. After looking 
at many other “volunteer abroad” 
programs, which were expensive 
and highly structured, I chose 
WWOOF, because it was cheap, 
they left the schedule up to me, 
and I would leave the organization 
with authentic experience. 
I’ve always been interested in 
sustainability, and working at 
farms seemed like a great way 
to delve into more ways to live 
sustainably besides the classic 
standby, “reduce, reuse, recycle.”

The first farm I WWOOFed at 
was in rural Portugal. It was a 
permaculture farm tucked away 
in the mountains, with goats, 
chickens, ducks, and rabbits. 
The year before, there had been 
little rain, so while I was there we 
worked on many water retention 
projects. For example, we dug 
swales (water-catching ditches 

on contour) for a week or two 
and built a rammed-earth dam. I 
was part of the unofficial animal-
care team, so my first mission was 
to make sure every morning that 
all the animals were well fed and 
watered, and the chickens had a 
clean nest-box. Since it was fall, 
each day was a little colder and by 
the end of my two months there, 
the water would be frozen in the 
pipes when we tried to turn it on 
in the early mornings. Also, there 

was no electricity, no hot water, 
and we had to walk 45 minutes 
to the closest village, which had 
exactly one bar. We would go 
after work for a beer or a coffee, 
eating wild blackberries, figs and 
grapes (not so wild – oops) and sit 
as close to the furnace as possible, 
as we charged our phones 
(basically fancy alarm clocks at 
this point) and used the painfully 
slow internet.  At this farm, we did 
different tasks every day: weeding, 
turning the compost, planting, 

transplanting, harvesting, and 
preserving our harvests in jams, 
chutneys and sauces. Essentially, 
if ever there were a typical farm 
task, you name it, we did it.

The other farm I WWOOFed 
on was in Israel, near the Sea of 
Galilee.  This farm was a beautiful 
place, wild flowers and herbs 
everywhere, life bursting from the 
land. Their main crop was olives, 
from which they made the most 
delicious olive oil I’ve ever tasted, 
but they also made jams and dried 
herbs and mixed their own spices. 
The real business center of this farm 
was not on their land however; 
it was in their sprout room. They 
grew sunflower sprouts and 
wheatgrass to sell at markets, 
kibbutzim, and restaurants in the 
area. At this farm, we did the same 
thing every day: water sprouts, 
cut sprouts, plant new spouts. 
Sprouts, sprouts, sprouts, every 
single day. We experimented with 
the amount of water and light 
they got per day, the temperature 
of the room, and cutting, washing 
and drying methods as we tried to 
find the right combination for the 
best final product. Last I heard, 
they are still experimenting.

My third and most recent farm 
has been PVF. I began working 
here early September and have 
enjoyed it since my first day. The 
three farms I’ve worked on are all 
very different, but united by the 
common goal of growing tasty, 
healthy and local food, a goal I’ve 
come to think of as one of our 
most important in the world.  I 
can’t imagine going back to an 
indoor job. I love the manual 
labor, being outside working with 
plants all day, and (especially at 
PVF) the teamwork necessary to 
run a successful operation. As of 
now, I am applying to go back to 
a university to study sustainable 
agriculture and am looking 
forward to working on the PVF 
team this fall season.

Ciara in Israel.
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Harvesting: A New Life
by Julia Rosenthal

Anticipating my 
first day at Potomac 
Vegetable Farms, I 
checked my email the 
night before to see what 
Hana Newcomb would 
have to say about the 
next day’s happenings.  
The email simply outlined 
who would be doing 
what harvesting, who 
worked the stand, and 
the timeline for CSA. This 
was so foreign to me 
because of the habitual 
9-5 job I previously had 
at a corporate psychiatric 
clinic. Every day was 
the same; come in, sit 
at your desk, return 
voicemails, perform 
marketing calls, ease 
patients’ incessant stress 
of unfilled prescriptions 
and dissatisfaction with 
the clinic. So if anything, 
this email brought me 
excitement and even a 
smile to my face. 

 Coming from the prior 
menial work environment 
where employees 
usually ate TV dinners 
and smoked cigarettes 
during their breaks, you 
can imagine this was a 
refreshing feeling- to 
know I would be working 
outside, surrounded by 
yummy and satisfying 
vegetables, and healthy 
people who didn’t mind 
getting dirty and being 
outdoors. At the clinic, 
I was used to eating 
radishes, cucumbers, and 
kale for snacks, and being 
called a ‘rabbit’ because 

eating raw veggies was 
not something my co-
workers saw every day. 
They all knew I was not 
happy working there and 
I talked about my dreams 
to work on a farm to 
provide food for local 
communities.  I took the 
summer off and went 
camping in the northeast 
with my boyfriend who 
also was unhappy at his 
‘9-5.’ This provided me 
with more than enough 
time to explore my ‘self’ 
and my path in life. 
Nearing the end of the 
month and a half long trip 
of existing outside with 
nothing but a tent and 
nature’s overwhelming 
peace, I decided I would 
pursue my aspiration of 
working on a farm – while 
attending George Mason 
University’s Masters in 
Public Health program, 
specializing in Nutritional 
Epidemiology.

 Days later, after 
returning and adjusting 
to the suburban life 
in Northern Virginia 
again, I stopped by the 
Reston Farmers Market  
and I saw the Potomac 
Vegetable Farms stand. 
The sign displayed their 
locations as being in 
Purcellville and Vienna. I 
decided to inquire about 
hiring and the sweet girl 
behind the stand said 
“Yes, definitely in the 
fall. Go on our website 
and email Hana.” I was so 
excited I went home that 
afternoon and looked up 
the website only to find 

that the Vienna farm was 
not even five minutes 
from my house!

  Weeks later, I have 
fallen into the routine of 
waking up just as early as 
I would for a 9-5, but with 
more excitement and 
enthusiasm to show up 
to work every day. Prior 
to the next workday, 
Hana sends out emails 
to all of the employees 
explaining the work 
required for the next day 
such as this; “8:00 AM, 
Julia, Ciara, and Thera 
start. Pick Juliettes and 
Cherry tomatoes on the 
Rt. 7 field until 9:30. CSA 
at 9:30. Stand: Janet, 
Julia, Kay.” All I can say 
to myself is “Cool!” I get 

to work outside, picking 
tomatoes and organizing 
veggies for CSA, while 
having pleasant, hilarious, 
and deep conversations 
with my co-workers. 
No complaints there. 
Except for the gnats-but 
the fulfillment I receive 
from this job heavily 
outweighs the gnats. 
Coming home after a 
day’s work on the farm, I 
examine myself - clothes 
drenched in sweat, bites 
all over my body, dirt 
stuck to my skin, and 
a permanent layer of 
vegetable and dirt scum 
under my fingernails- this 
is when the satisfaction 
of this hearty job really 
sinks in. 


