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by Becky Crouse

Goodbye, August! Don’t let the door hit you on the way out!
At the end of August at PVF-East we lose 2/3 of our workforce 

and increase our average worker age from 29 to 51. No, that is 
not a typo. We feel a little panicky about this at the beginning 
of August, but, by the time we give the last hug goodbye, we’re 
ready. It’s not because we don’t love our eight college and four 
middle school/high school kids who keep this place functioning 
through the summer. We love 
them a lot. But, it’s because of 
the symbolism of what losing 
those kids means: The end of 
August and the beginning of 
slowing down. 

August is a full-out sprint. In 
August, we’re harvesting and 
maintaining all those late-summer 
vegetables that you love. Think 
tomatoes, squash, eggplant, and 
peppers. We’re also putting our 
fall crops in the ground, hoeing 
new transplants, direct seeding 
fall (and spring) crops, and putting 
to bed those late summer crops as they expire. It’s double duty 
in the fields. 

In August, the summer plants are looking tired. Everything is 
ready to give up as soon as you turn your back and let it. 

And we’re getting a little tired ourselves. It gets harder to 
coordinate roadside stand and CSA and markets as the summer 
veggies slowly expire and the autumn veggies slowly come to 
life. The early mornings and late evenings are wearing on us all.

And then August ends. The college kids trickle out. There is a 
shift in the staff from enthusiastic youngsters to die-hard “older 

Ten Inches and Counting
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By Hana Newcomb

VIENNA – SEPT 9  At dawn yesterday I 
dumped four inches of water out of the 
rain gauge outside my house, accumulated 
rainfall of the past three days.  Three days 
of intermittent showers with occasional 
downpours hadn’t really interrupted the 
work flow.  But while we were filling the 
CSA bags yesterday morning it began 
to rain much harder, and by the end 
of the day there were five more inches 
in the gauge.  Up until then the soil in 
the Driveway Patch – where Carrie had 
planted the spring spinach just before it 
started to rain on Monday --  had stayed 
in the field.  But the water overwhelmed 
the mulched barriers above the spinach 
patch and yesterday soil started to pour 
down the hill, and there is still a waterfall 
pouring down the driveway right now.  It 
is distressing to see all that topsoil (and 
spinach seed) flowing behind the stand.

Thursdays are the beginning of the 
harvest cycle for the farmers markets, so 
Carrie and I headed out to the Loudoun 
farm in the late morning, driving through 
steady rain.  When we got to the farm, 
30 miles away, we found that it had not 
rained at all that morning.  This is not the 
first time we have appreciated the joys 
of having two farms in separate weather 
patterns.  Of course, about ten minutes 
after we got there it began to rain.  We 

Goodbye August, Hello Breathing Room
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Lifer Rachel McCormick back 
on duty.
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Transitions:  From Guatemala to Baltimore to PVF-West

by Michelle Dudley

After two and a half years in the Peace Corps in 
Guatemala, and subsequent travels up and down the 
Americas, reconnecting with U.S. culture took a toll 
on me in ways I never expected.  I fell in love with 
simple luxuries like carpet, and the dependability of 
the US postal service.  Restaurant portion sizes were 
XL, allowing me to rediscover good cheese in a really 
big way. 

I also rather missed the popularity I had experienced 
as a foreigner.  Friends and family members here were 
too busy counting calories, finances and accrued 
vacation days to take interest in my pictures or stories. 
Truly disoriented at the time, I entertained multiple 
options for next steps: from working at Colonial 
Williamsburg, to living in the New Hampshire woods, 
to going back to accept a marriage proposal in my 
Guatemalan village. I was feeling a little lost. 

Thankfully, I found community with others 
experiencing these same things.  I entered the 
Shriver PeaceWorker Fellowship for returned Peace 
Corps volunteers at University of Maryland Baltimore 
County. With those lovely folks around, I managed 
the transition.

Still, graduate school felt way too independent.  
Often lonely, I’d sit in the library staring out the 
window, remembering times planting and laughing 
with others, harvesting herbs and greens, corn and tea 
in the misty Guatemalan mountains. I stared out the 
window at the Baltimore pavement, recalling how I’d 
loved feeling the sun beating down on me, changing 
the shade of my hair and skin. I even reminisced 
about the bug bites, and 
my direct experiences 
with the elements of 
rain and wind and mud 
caked in my shoes.

I always looked forward 
to Sunday walks I’d take 
around the crowded inner 
harbor, and through the 
cement laden financial 
district, because I knew 
that uncomfortable walk 
would lead to a colorful 
and welcoming farmers 

market under Jones Falls expressway. Even though I 
had assignments due, I’d still take time to talk to farmer 
Rudy about his pesticide-free growing practices each 
week. I purchased simple foods that fit my student 
budget: plain yet much admired “second” apples, 
kale, potatoes. I once splurged and bought a medium 
sized pot of tatzoi for my tiny row-house window.

Come April, right before graduation, I braced myself 
for another transition. I procrastinated applying to 
jobs where I could implement my new training in 
Intercultural Communications. Rather, I did quite the 
opposite. I started surfing the web for Maryland farm 
jobs.

Beckie from Calvert’s Gift farm didn’t have work for 
me, but invited me to work her stand at Catonsville 
market. The days I hopped on the shuttle bus and 
escaped my on-campus bubble to sell vegetables 
rejuvenated me. Friendly faces of all ages were 
moved by the idea of buying fresh food directly from 
farmers.  I felt a renewed sense of being alive in the 
springtime.

A few friends who witnessed this new glow directed 
me to research the Takoma Park Farmers Market 
website. I happened to click on a link directing me 
to the Crossroads Farmers Market, a pilot farmers 
market that ran a nutrition assistance program in 
Langley Park, MD.  I learned that this was a low-
income immigrant community, with high populations 
of Guatemalans and Salvadorans.  Wow, I said to 
myself, right up my alley. I reached out to the project 
founders, John Hyde and Michele Thornett, asking if 
I could volunteer, or if they had positions available. 

Through the course of our conversations, Michele 
explained that the 
organization was also 
hosting farm tours for 
immigrants interested in 
farming in the region. She 
invited me to attend the 
field trip the following 
week. I didn’t have a clue 
where we were headed, 
but I agreed to attend 
regardless.  As we headed 
out to “PVF”, I realized 
that the word was only a 
set of consonants to me at 
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Michelle, third from left, with other market organizers
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“Transitions,” continued from Page 2
that time.

Despite having multiple international 
travels under my belt, this little journey 
out to Vienna proved to be one of the 
more powerful ones I’d take.  I connected 
with a group of aspiring farmers who 
appreciated the simplest details about the 
farm. I even helped to translate a bit of 
Hiu’s tour. The experience that day gave 
me a glimpse back into the familiarity 
and beauty of farm life, which I had both 
experienced in Guatemala, and during 
my youth.  I desired to again nurture 
this deep –even spiritual- connection to 
the communities that exist around the 
production and consumption of food.

That PVF farm visit, back in Spring 
2008, had a hand in guiding me to take 
on a Director position at Crossroads 
Farmers Market (CFM).  Over the next 4 
seasons, I assisted in its growth, watching 
it blossom into much more than just a 
small farmers market.  With input from 
the community, a very diverse staff, and 
a good line-up of farmers, producers and 
vendors, we’ve built a nutrition assistance 
program that serves eligible families with 
easy access to fresh and locally produced 
food. Aside from knowing that our efforts 
serve the local community, it’s been just as 
motivating knowing that our participating 
farmers also get a big boost in sales 
through CFM programming.

Although my work in Langley Park has felt 
like the right fit for me, I’d often realized 
that my understanding of the reality of 
the local farm season was lacking. When 
the hiring of additional CFM staff allowed 
me to hand-off many of my less-desired 
administrative/grant reporting duties with 
the organization, I jumped at the chance 
to spend a season on a farm. What could 
be more appropriate, I asked myself, 
than balancing out my CFM duties with 
work among the fresh air, fertile soils and 
beautifully abundant harvests out here at 
PVF west? 

picked chard and herbs and celery and beans in a light rain, 
and decided it would be wise to head home before the truck 
couldn’t make it back out of the field. 

As we drove east, we noticed that all the vehicles coming 
toward us had their headlights on.  Always a bad sign.  By the 
time we got to Leesburg we were back in a heavy storm, with 
very little visibility. After an hour and a half, we got within a half 
mile of home, but Leesburg Pike was flooded at Colvin Run.  

We retreated to Maria’s house, on the hill above Colvin Run, 
and had tea and cookies with the day care kids.  It kept on 
raining. We had to see what was happening so just before dark 
Carrie and I walked down to the flood at Route 7.  Brown water 
was flowing over  the top of the guardrails, bubbling and racing 
toward Difficult Run.  It was eerie and exciting, perfectly quiet 
except for the sound of rushing water.

We still had vegetables in the back of the truck and we really 
wanted to get home, so we ventured back into the westbound 
traffic jam and took the long way around, through Reston, the 
Toll Road, and Tysons.  We got home at 9 PM and unloaded our 
squeaky clean vegetables.

And this morning it is still raining.  The vegetables in the field 
are hanging on, but without much of a grip.  It is hard to know 
what will happen next.

folks” who pick up the slack. The stay-at-home moms who, 
happy to have the kids back in school, pitch in a few stand 
shifts or CSA-packing days. The lifers—folks who have worked 
here longer than those college kids have been alive and come 
back every fall to fill in our blanks. The full-time folks. There are 
four of us.  A new, less frenetic attitude starts to take hold, and 
suddenly everyone relaxes just a little. 

Then the fall crops come in. They’re fresh. They’re perky. 
They’re beautiful, and they renew our hope. I can’t describe 
what a new bed of direct seeded Chinese broccoli poking its 
little head out of the dirt will do for the soul—especially when 
you catch a glimpse of it beyond the tired, wilted tomatoes. 
It’s like being told your birthday will come twice this year, but 
without the age increase. It’s wonderful.

Goodbye, August. Hello, September!

“Goodbye,” continued from Page 1

“Ten Inches,” continued from Page 1
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by Hana Newcomb

When my grandparents acquired 
this gem, I wonder whether they 
even thought about what would 
happen to it after they were gone.  
It was in 1948 so they were 47 years 
old when they made a purchase 
that would change the course of 
history for the next generations of 
Newcombs.  I know they never 
imagined that they were creating 
the possibility that there would be 
farmers and farming in this county 
in the 21st century.

Robinson and Carolyn Newcomb 
were part of the generation that 
had moved away from farms, got 
a college education and even 
a graduate degree, and were 
immersed in careers that involved 
meetings, networking, an office, 
and professional attire.  So when 
they purchased eight acres out 
in the country, they wanted 
an alternative environment for 
themselves and their two children.  
They both continued to commute 
into Washington DC daily, and 
their children had ponies and 
happy access to machinery and 

outdoor pursuits.  
When my father eventually 

quit graduate school, and then 
after that his government job as a 
budget analyst and decided to try 
farming instead, my grandfather 
was horrified.  I don’t know how 
he could have been surprised that 
my father would take a different 
path – he had known him all his 
life, after all, and he had watched 
my father struggle with staying 
between the lines from the very 
beginning.

So the heirloom that came from 
my grandparents was more than 
those eight acres.  There were also 
genes involved – the sort of genes 
that would allow someone to look 
at those eight acres and see all the 
different possibilities.

Sixty years later, those eight acres 
are now down to five.  When 
the orchard next door was sold 
a few years ago, our family sold 
the three acres that were most 
sentimentally precious (including 
my grandparents’ house, the barn, 
the swimming pool that my father 
helped to build when he was a 
teenager, my grandfather’s beloved 

lawn, and various outbuildings) 
in order to allow my aunt -- who 
is not a farmer and does not live 
nearby -- to substantially extricate 
herself from co-owning this 
property with the descendants of 
her unconventional brother.  We 
kept the field.  

The field is the tangible heirloom.  
It has a name: Parents. It will be 
with us for generations to come.  
My siblings and cousins worked 
and played there, my children 
and their cousins have grown 
up working and playing on that 
property, and I wholeheartedly 
believe that their children and 
cousins will also have the chance 
to do the same.  

In the summer, Parents is like 
the Garden of Eden in production 
mode.  It blooms with brilliant 
zinnias and feathery celosia and 
purple gomphrena next to rows of 
voluptuous bean plants and cherry 
tomatoes on long trellises.  The soil 
is rich and fertile after 45 years of 
compost and careful crop rotation  
– the best of all the soil that we 
farm.

If Robinson Newcomb, PhD, 
could see this 
now, he would 
have a hard time 
getting his bearings 
at first, and he 
would probably 
be surprised to see 
those five acres in 
a new context, 
as an agricultural 
oasis instead 
of a country 
retreat.  It was 
an unintentional 
legacy, and it is 
precious.

A Different Kind of Heirloom – An Oasis
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