
by Mariette Hiu Newcomb 

In 1958 when Tony Newcomb 
and I married after graduating 
Oberlin, I had no thought of 
farming.   

Since I was in sixth grade in 
Honolulu, I wanted to teach music. 
I played the piano, the clarinet 
and glockenspiel in the marching 
band, and the oboe in high school 
concert band.  At Oberlin I sang 
in church and community chorus.  
Even though I majored in music 
education and practiced for hours 
at the Conservatory, the liberal 
arts courses I took and the people 
I met and lived with altered my 
world view.  The person who 
influenced me most was Tony 
who did see farming in his future 
even though his father saw him as 
a professional economist.

After living and working and 
starting a family in Washington, 
D.C., we started growing sweet 
corn in the early 1960’s on rented 
ground near Tysons Corner in 
Fairfax County where Tony grew 
up.  He gathered together a used 
tractor, plow, disc, and planter 
and planted corn every 5 or 6 days 
for continuous harvest through 
the summer.   Part of the week we 
lived in an old farmhouse on the 
first rented property on Spring Hill 
Road opposite the present Spring 
Hill Recreation Center.  The rest of 

the week we lived at our Q Street 
rowhouse and Tony and I worked 
at our office jobs, while we still 
had only two children, Hana and 
Lani.

Those first farming years, we 
had one full time worker, a college 
classmate, and three or four local 
high school boys.  I helped pick 
corn, sort and pack it for our 
wholesale customers who had 
small roadside stands nearby.  
Hana, Lani, and Anna were free 
range children.  

When Mr. Moutoux, Ms. Beall, 

Mr. Omohundro, and Mr. Poole  
asked us to grow tomatoes, 
squash and beans for their stands, 
we bought tomato seedlings from 
Georgia and learned to grow 
them.  My job was to weed and 
mulch, pick and pack, and direct 
whatever help we had.  And try 
to keep track of the kids as we 
moved back and forth between Q 
Street and the Corn Place.

In the mid-60’s when we were 
in our 30’s,  we  bought our first 
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by Jaclyn Mills

Last Christmas, I was 
surprised to receive a set 
of pyrex casserole dishes 
from my step-dad. How 
did he know just what I 
needed? (Attention: not 
sarcasm.) I expressed 
my excitement at the 
gift, though I wondered 
how he knew I would 
enjoy such a present. He 
said, “You can take them 
to all your potlucks!” 
somewhat jokingly. I 
looked back at him very 
seriously and said, “Yes, 
yes I will.” 

I love potlucks. Let’s 
be honest -- I love most 
gatherings centered 
around food. But 
potlucks are something 
special. Every dish was 
made with different 
hands and holds a 
different story. Stories 
of where the food was 
gathered from, where 
the recipe came from, 
and the experience of 
cooking the food. It’s 
fun seeing how different 
people will use the same 
produce and create a 
completely different 

meal. 
So, when I was applying 

for this job and Hana told 
me about the weekly 
potlucks on the farm, I 
was sold. Sounds like the 
place for me. 

As much as I do love 
potlucks, I’ll admit I am 
not the most creative 
cook. Most of my meals 
end up being grain + 
whatever vegetables are 
around + olive oil, salt 
and garlic. But, after a 
few weeks on the farm, 
I thought I could step 
up my potluck game. 
It was time to broaden 
my horizons… time for 
zucchini bread. 

I cracked open a 
cookbook that my mom 
gave me two years 
ago. This cookbook is 
special to me, because 
it was created from 
submissions at the 
church my grandmother 
was a member of. It’s not 
that I have special ties 
to that church, or that I 
know a lot of the people 
who wrote the recipes, 
but knowing that some 
of my granny’s recipes 
live on in that book 

brings a smile to my face. 
I blended the eggs 

(from Hana’s sister!), 
sugar, oil, flour, baking 
soda, baking powder, 
and vanilla. I spent what 
seemed like a good part 
of my evening grating 
up zucchini. Well, we 
don’t have a grater in the 
kitchen so I used a zester. 
It wasn’t so efficient. 
I ended up chopping 
it up as thin as I could, 
because farm workers 
have to get their sleep 
and it was getting late. 

I popped it in the oven 
and waited. When I 
opened the door to check 
on it, the bread had risen!  
A little too much...It 
definitely wasn’t cooked 
in the middle. I let it sit 
in there for a little while 
longer. It was getting 
late… so I decided to 
turn off the oven and let 
it sit overnight. It would 
eventually cook through, 
right?

The next morning, 
to my dismay, the 
combined ingredients 
in the bread pan had 
in fact not cooked all 
the way through, and 

my zucchini bread had 
collapsed on top of itself. 
Hannah informed me 
that one does not fill a 
bread pan all the way to 
the top before cooking 
it, as bread will rise. Who 
would have known? 

So, I worked all 
morning, a little upset 
at my failed culinary 
attempt. But I wanted 
to bring something. As 
everyone was preparing 
for potluck I looked at 
the ingredients in our 
kitchen and wondered 
what I could whip up. 
The answer: guacamole.

It’s a little 
embarrassing to bring 
guacamole to a farm 
potluck. I mean, come 
on, we’re surrounded 
by fresh local produce. 
I know those avocados 
weren’t harvested 
anywhere near here. But 
guacamole was my best 
bet for that day.

I quickly pulled 
together the ingredients. 
Hannah, the prepared 
potluck gal, jumped in to 
help with no hesitation. 
We ran on to the barn 
and sat the dishes down 
on the table. Luckily, 
we did have some local 
tomatoes to throw into 
the guacamole too.

I could have showed 
up with nothing and it 
would have been okay. 
But you know what they 
say, “when life gives 
you uncooked zucchini 
bread, have Hannah save 
the day and make some 
guac for that potluck”. 
I said every potluck dish 
has a story. That’s mine 
and I’m sticking to it. 
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Every Potluck Has a Story

Thursday potluck on the Purcellville farm, looking like a garden party.
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land on Leesburg Pike where we 
put up a roadside stand on skids.  
We continued to farm land on 
various parcels between our new 
home base and Tysons.  One of my 
scariest jobs was to drive a tractor 
with a wide disk on Route 7 and 
Lewinsville Road to one of those 
fields four miles away.  By then I 
had learned to plow, disk, and 
cultivate with a variety of tractors 
as needed .   Tony did most of the 
fieldwork.

At the new location we built a 
succession of greenhouses from 
small homemade heated with a 
wood stove to a manufactured 
one with heater and fans.  We 
were hiring college students who 
lived on the farm and it was my job 
to make up the work list and stand 
schedule and train new workers.  
A favorite job for everyone was 
riding on the transplanter putting 
out tomato, pepper, and sweet 
potato seedlings, dropping seed 
for squash and cucumbers while I 
drove the Farmall B.

We used to haul manure from 
nearby horse barns, using a 
skid loader to load the dump 
truck.  Tony, Chip Planck and Jim 
Bradford did most of this, but on 
occasion I was asked to load and 
drive the dump truck which was 
scary and not a job I cherished.   We 
don’t haul manure anymore but 
we do have move compost from 
Loudoun, and that is mercifully 
not on my list.

I did deliver compost in a pickup 
truck to customers’ backyard 
gardens, shoveling it out by hand, 
which I could do in my 30’s and 
40’s.  

When growers-only farmers’ 
markets started in 1980, I went 
to market regularly in a variety 
of pickups.  I liked setting up 
the displays, making the signs, 
selling, and getting to know other 
growers.  I got involved in market 
governance locally.  A little later, I 
joined the State Farmers’ Market 

Board in Richmond and learned 
about and promoted other 
markets in Virginia.  I learned 
even more when I served on the 
Advisory Board of   Southern 
SARE (a USDA sponsored 
Sustainable Agriculture Research 
and Education program for the 
southern region).  All this activity 
strengthened my commitment 
to sustainable agriculture and 
organics.

Tony died in 1984 just short of his 
49th birthday and the rest of us 
thought about how we would farm 
without him.  By then Hana and 
Lani had graduated from college 
and were available and able to take 
over some of the tasks Tony and 
I had done.  I had thought briefly 
about not farming and becoming 
a physician’s assistant and went to 
NOVA community college to take 
an exciting course in Physiology 
and Anatomy as well as courses 
in Soils, Plant Pathology, and 
Entomology.  Those put me back 
into farming at a different level.

By 1993, Potomac Vegetable 
Farms had weathered the 
transition with lots of help from 
Paul Benton and others, and I 
decided to take a sabbatical.  I 
also saw it is an opportunity for 
Hana to explore something she 
might rather do than continue to 
farm (for my sake).  I proposed 
closing down the farm for a year.  
Hana thought that irresponsible 
and encouraged me to go and 
she would stay and keep the farm 
going until I got back.

At 58, I spent the growing 
season that year at an ecological 
learning center in northwest New 
Jersey, living with the founding 
Dominican nun and working with 
Heinz Thomet on a beautiful two-
acre biodynamic farm.  It was a 
pivotal year for me, personally, and 
I brought back ideas and energy 
that changed our own farm.  We 
added crops and techniques 
new to us that set us on a more 
intensive and intentional path 
that better matched our interests, 

goals, and personalities.
I found on returning that I 

no longer had the same job or 
responsibilities.  Hana had taken 
on the challenge wholeheartedly; 
Ellen had taken possession of my 
former regular farmers’ market, 
and I was free of the daily overall 
management which I felt Hana did 
and enjoyed so much more than I 
ever had.

I was still fully employed and 
needed to do tasks I did well and 
enjoyed – growing seedlings in 
the greenhouse, planting with 
the push seeder on raised beds, 
picking and packing and going 
to market and making signs, 
giving school tours, paying bills, 
filing reports and applications, 
representing the farm in public 
as needed, doing tractor tillage.  
Hana and her sisters decided a few 
years ago to remove from my job 
description for safety concerns, 
which I thought premature.  I had 
envisioned doing tractor work into 
my 80’s.   However, since Hana 
has taken over more of all farm 
operations and management, I 
think the farm is more integrated 
and thriving and no one worries 
about me falling off a tractor. 

As it has become less easy and 
thus less fun for me to do work 
that hurts, I am glad Carrie has 
taken over my job of planting the 
smaller crops, I am really happy 
that both Hana and Carrie make 
up the work lists and direct our 
crew of workers and that I am no 
longer expected to show up for 
work others can do.  At 80, I get 
to choose to spend time growing 
seedlings  in the greenhouse, 
make the signs for the stand and 
markets, make CSA deliveries, pay 
the bills, conduct tours, fill in as 
needed on the farm and out in the 
wider world.  I get to appreciate 
and pay attention to what’s going 
on, including husband Michael, 
my kids and their kids, singing in a 
community chorus,  and keeping 
my body in good enough shape to 
enjoy all of this and more.   Amen.
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by Ciara Prencipe

My first week of 
school, I marched up 
to the sustainable 
agriculture professor 
with all my 21-year-
old-hubris and asked 
if I could be exempted 
from ENS 249, Intro to 
Sustainable Agriculture. 
I cited my previous 
farm experience and 
permaculture class as 
proof that I didn’t need 
an “introduction” to 
sustainable agriculture. 
I was met with a firm 
“no.”

This past year, 
I took Intro to 
Sustainable Agriculture, 
Agroecology, and 
Sustainable Farm 
Management; they’ve 
been among my favorite 
classes in college. I 
learned things I didn’t 
know I didn’t know, 
especially in the intro 
class. Since coming back 
to PVF this summer, 
I’ve seen many of the 
principles I learned in 
class put into practice.

The professor who 
taught these classes has 
a PHD in soil science, 
so our curriculum was 
often focused on soils 
and their significance in 
sustainable agriculture. 
One of the most 
important functions of 
agriculture, we learned, 

is not just growing 
food, but maintaining 
healthy soils. A healthy 
soil can absorb heavy 
rainfall (like we’ve had 
this summer) without 
eroding or compacting, 
provide enough niches 
for sufficient biodiversity 
to keep pest populations 
under control, maintain 
good structure under 
stresses for optimum 
plant growth, hold on 
to nutrients so minimal 
fertilization in needed, 
and lots of other things 
I’ve been tested on but 
have now slipped my 
mind. 

Though I can’t speak 
with any confidence 
on the exact types of 

soil on PVF, I can say 
with some confidence 
that they are healthy 
and well managed. 
Many times on farms, 
production concerns and 
soil management can be 
at odds – for example, 
you may want to plant a 
new crop right away, but 
the soil could really use 
a cover crop, for a rest 
and added fertility.  This 
is a difficult balancing act 
for many farms, but as 
usual, PVF makes it look 
easy. Our fields are often 
mulched with straw, 
which both protects the 
soil and adds organic 
matter which breaks 
down over the course 
of the season;  cover 

crops are used instead 
of keeping soils bare and  
fields are rested  when 
possible.  Every time I 
drive by a field covered 
with a mix of sudan 
grass and buckwheat,  
I think of all the many 
charts and graphs and 
facts we looked at in my 
agroecology class. When 
I recall where the endive 
or squash was planted 
last summer compared 
to this summer, I think of 
all the crop rotations we 
learned about in Intro to 
sustainable ag. When I  
see blocks of tomatoes 
planted together, I think 
of the principles of farm 
management pertaining 
to how to decide what to 
plant where.

When people ask us at 
market what “ecoganic” 
means, they’re usually 
asking about pesticides, 
GMOs or fertilizers, but 
these are not the only 
farm practices people 
should care about! 
There’s a whole world of 
soil science out there, not 
to mention agroecology 
and farm management, 
which is important to 
the health and vitality of 
a farm. As I’ve learned 
more about what makes 
a well run sustainable 
farm, I always have PVF 
as my go-to real life 
example.

Our tomato patches are mulched with a thick layer of 
hay, adding organic matter and suppressing weeds 
at the same time.

From Schoolwork to Fieldwork 

Notes from the Field


