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We know we know how to grow 
vegetables. We were hired to grow 
vegetables on this farm where 
many vegetables have been grown 
before. But, early this spring we 
had doubts that we would have 
any vegetables at all. 

Of course, I am exaggerating a 
little bit. But, Casey and I knew we 
have big shoes to fill here at PVF 
West and that there would be many 
CSA shares to fill in the coming 
months. So, when it seemed like 
it would never 
stop raining, 
we got 
nervous. Each 
passing storm 
seemed to hit 
us straight on 
and wallop 
the farm with 
an inch or two 
at a time. We stayed up late talking 
about it. We stared quizzically at 
standing puddles around the farm. 
We hypothesized about the date 
that we would first till the soil. 
We banned talking about the rain 
anymore in our household. Then, 
we did things we never thought 
we’d do before. 

Yes, this 
spring forced 
us to do some 
experimentation 
– and taught 
us again that 
nothing is predictable, or even 
regular, in farming. Our first spring 
plants were planted in old rows of 
plastic left from last season’s final 
planting of tomatoes. Normally, 
the plastic would be all cleaned 
up in the fall, but these beds had 
been left behind. Since the ground 
was too wet to till new beds, we 

seized the 
oppor tun i ty 
to use the 
old beds and 
just plant 
s o m e t h i n g 
already! The 
ground was 
so hard under 
that plastic 

we had to have one worker stand 
on our transplanter wheels just to 
make a hole for the plant. This is 
definitely not standard protocol. 
We were convinced the plants 
would struggle to spread their 
roots into this hard ground and 
be absorbed by weeds. But, this is 
precisely the field that produced 

last week’s cabbage, napa 
cabbage, kohlrabi and kale for our 
CSA members. 

We experimented in the 
greenhouse, too. I seeded peas 
into trays in the greenhouse – a 
time consuming practice nearly 
unheard of since peas grow so well 
just seeded straight into the ground. 
But, the ideal time to have seeded 
your peas is by the 3rd week of 
April. And, at that point we were 
still swimming around the farm. 
So, we gave it a try while telling 
our workers how silly it seemed 
to be doing this. I’m happy to say 
there were peas in our first share! 
(But, we sure hope we don’t have 
to do this again next year!)

As the rain continued and 
necessary conditions to prepare 
the fields with our equipment 
seemed to be moving further out 
of our grasp, we called upon our 
neighbor, Barbara (if you get a 
flower share, you are familiar with 
her work!). Barbara has a smaller 
farm and thus, smaller equipment. 

We Do Have Vegetables!
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Mowing for Fun and Profit
by Ellen Polishuk

As an observer of modern young people, what 
worries me the most is when I meet kids/young adults 
that don’t seem to be fired up about much of anything.  
Luckily, anyone in this day and age that wants to 
work on a vegetable farm in the summer is clearly a 
Weirdo and that means they are pretty surely excited 
and/or engaged with 
the world around 
them. So, mostly I 
get to know a special 
subset of young folks, 
the ones with high 
ideals and a desire to 
do and learn.

Just like many of 
you, I am in the 
process of growing a 
young man.   My son 
Aaron is 15. While the 
conditions here at the 
farm are somewhat 
different than in the 
city or suburbs, I think 
mostly things are 
similar. Aaron attends 
a brand new mega-
high school built on an 
ex-farm just outside of 
Purcellville. He’s very 
concerned about his 
looks, and with being cool, just like any young teen. 
He’s got his IPod and cell phone with the keypad 
for texting. We’ve been pretty tight with access to 
electronics – no cable TV or no TV at all, no Wii or 
X-box etc, electronic games in the car only. But all of 
a sudden, it occurred to me that our standards had 
slipped with the introduction of the IPod. He was 
spending what seemed to me to be too much time 
playing electronic games.

So, I gave him a talking to. I suggested to him that 
he was wasting his time and energy on those dang 
video games and why didn’t he find something more 
meaningful to do? If he thinks he’s an artist, why isn’t 
he doing art? If he’s a thinker and imaginer, why isn’t 

he reading a wonderful book? 
I talked all this over with my therapist and he told 

me what he thinks the hook is for kids and video 
games – they are an excellent path for kids to create 
successes for themselves. They are designed to keep 
challenging you a bit at a time to increase your skills 
– to win and succeed and move on to the next 
level. My therapist suggested that I help Aaron find 

other opportunities for 
success that might be 
more meaningful and 
instructive.

And so, we finally 
get to mowing. As 
you may have read 
before, both Hana and 
I wax poetic about the 
therapeutic powers of 
a good mow. Now it 
was time to share the 
secret with my boy.

So, Aaron and I 
headed out to Timothy’s 
land – which we have 
mowed under contract 
for a number of years. 
It must be 2 acres of 
grass surrounding his 
legendary blueberry 
patch. I explained how 
the machine worked 
in detail, discussed 

mowing theory, and off he went. I sat in the golf cart 
and read a book but stayed in the neighborhood 
while he mowed. I just wanted to be present for any 
questions or snafus.

It was a big success. He absolutely LOVED mowing. 
And he likes getting paid. Aaron now mows our giant 
yard around the house, the barnyard, all around the 
roadside stand and greenhouses. He told me, “I will 
never stop wanting to mow”.

He also got jazzed up about drawing again, and 
began reading a Tolkien book. As you can see, Aaron 
is basically a good kid and still wants to please us. 
But, he also found satisfaction for himself in gaining 
skill and experience in the real world.
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by Hana Newcomb

Their little five-fingered 
handprints are so cute when they 
leave a shiny trail of egg white 
next to the box of eggs in the CSA 
room they have demolished in the 
night.  And the dark mask around 
their eyes makes them look like an 
adorable stuffed animal, so cuddly 
and appealing.

But as any gardener or chicken 
keeper will tell you, behind that 
black mask there is a mind with 
no innate conscience – raccoons 
don’t just kill enough to eat, they 
kill for fun.

When we used to grow sweet 
corn, we would arrive at the field 
on the day the corn was finally 
ripe, and find whole rows shucked 
and shredded, with a half eaten 
cob dangling from each stalk.  
Clearly there had been a raccoon 
party with all those cute little 
hands ripping open the shucks so 
the sharp little teeth could take a 
few bites before the party moved 
down the row.

It’s far more shocking to walk 
into a chicken house early in 
the morning and find dead hens 

strewn all over the floor, some 
missing a head, others with one big 
bite taken out of the side.   Once I 
went in to feed the ladies and the 
room was eerily quiet. I found 18 
mangled and bloody carcasses, 

and only four live hens wandering 
around the edges of the room. It 
seemed like they were in a daze, 
but it’s hard to tell with chickens. 
It’s difficult to imagine what they 
witnessed.  Since they’re chickens, 
they were probably terrorized, but 
then quickly forgot the ordeal.  It’s 
harder for me to forget that scene 
since I had to clean it up.  I filled 
a wheelbarrow with the feathery, 
stiff little bodies and set it outside 
so we could use it as a trap – at 
the time I didn’t know how the 
murderers got in the building, 
and I didn’t even know who they 
were. I wanted to see who would 

come back for more. After asking 
some hunters and trappers for 
their theories, I decided it was 
raccoons.  They can climb the side 
of a building and squeeze through 
a small space; their bulky bodies 
are quite malleable.  And killing 
is sport for them.  Foxes just take 
one or two chickens and go – they 
don’t make an extended game of 
it. 

When we close the stand at the 
end of the day, we pack up all the 
baked goods and stash them in 
big Rubbermaid tubs.  It would be 
entertaining to sit and wait for the 
show in the middle of the night 
when the raccoons come to try to 
pry open the containers.  

By now I don’t see any redeeming 
features in raccoons.  So they wash 
their hands.  That’s nice.  Their 
hands get dirty when they dig 
through the trash, dumping it all 
over the ground.  They are about 
as cute as rats but they’re about 
five times bigger.  So I have no 
qualms about calling Burt Herbert, 
the professional trapper, who hauls 
them away in a Havahart trap.  I 
hope he takes them on a really 
long ride.
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Garden Pests: Raccoons

She was kind enough to let 
us borrow her rototiller to 
prepare some smaller beds. 
Casey and I struggled through 
some weedy spaces for hours 
to till four 50 foot beds. A total 
of two hundred bed feet. This 
is small potatoes on our scale 
of farming, where one of 
our fields is easily 3000 bed 
feet. But, this is what brought 
radishes and turnips to last 
week’s share. 

Ellen encouraged us 
regularly, sympathizing with 
us about the wet weather and 
supporting our decisions to 
experiment. We’re happy that 
she is present as a mentor as 
we make this transition. And 
we were happy to be able 
to call on our PVF East crew 
to help us catch up when 
it did dry out. And we’re 
even happier that we have 
vegetables! 

“Vegetables” continued from Page 1
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Notes from the Field
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Farming on a Large(r) Scale
by Anthony Dye

My experience with farming 
began at Towson University. After 
my sophomore year at Towson, 
I was introduced to the Towson 
University Community Vegetable 
Garden by my girlfriend. No 
bigger than the parking lot at PVF 
East, the goal of the garden is to 
raise awareness about sustainable 
agriculture and better food 
production, and to grow a variety 
of vegetables that the members 
enjoy eating.  

As an environmental science 
student and a fan of food, I 
quickly connected with these 
ideas and became an active part 
of the garden. As I learned more 
and more about gardening and 
food production, my passion and 
connection with these ideas grew.  
Having punk ideals, I was attracted 
to the idea that by growing my 
own food, I could eliminate my 
dependence on corporations 
whose practices I disagreed with. 
As a vegetarian, all the pretty 
vegetables were appealing. My 
next fall semester was full of 
Vegetable Garden work days and 

meetings, and my weekends were 
full of farmer’s markets. 

By the time winter had rolled 
around, I had my heart set on 
working on a vegetable farm for 
the summer. I hadn’t had much 
previous exposure to farms so my 
quest to find a job consisted of a lot 
of google searches and browsing 
outdated websites. I sent many 
e-mails and received relatively 
few responses. If a farm didn’t get 
back to me or didn’t need help, 
I’d see links on their website and 
ask if their friends needed help. 
Wanting to stay in Towson for 
the summer, I’d been looking for 
farms near Baltimore with no luck. 
A couple months passed by when 
on a resource website for local 
farms, I happened upon Potomac 
Vegetable Farms. The farm wasn’t 
very far from my parent’s home in 
Montgomery County, Maryland. 
After exchanging a few e-mails, I 
turned in an application. A couple 
weeks later,  I received a message 
from Hana Newcomb inviting me 
to come work at PVF.  

Despite many employees’ 
disbelief that I wanted to commute 
all the way from Maryland, I was 

very excited to start my new job!  
While both places grow food, 
working at PVF is very different 
from  my involvement with the 
Towson Garden. Obviously, PVF is 
a great deal larger, and a great deal 
more work has to be done. Most of 
my time with the Towson Garden is 
spent discussing ideas for new and 
upcoming projects, and any work 
that needs to be done in the garden 
can usually be accomplished in a 
couple hours by eager volunteers. 
At PVF, most of my time is spent 
in the fields giving attention to the 
many plants we grow here. I feel 
a sense of purpose here at PVF, 
knowing that the food grown here 
is consumed by people who may 
share my views, and knowing that 
farms like PVF are a model for how 
food can be grown responsibly 
on a practical scale. Although the 
work is hard, and my body is not 
yet used to the stress, I learn new 
things every day, which is very 
rewarding. I look forward to the 
rest of my summer with PVF and  
the new things I’ve yet to learn, 
and to building connections with 
people who share my attitudes 
and ideals.

ph
o

to
 b

y 
B

ec
k

y 
C

r
o

u
se


