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by Lucy Smith

When people learn that 
I have goats, I typically get 
several stock answers- 
the slight raising of the 
eyebrow in surprise 
or an excited squeal 
asking for pictures or 
the incredulous, “why?” 
My response to the 
latter question is always, 
“why not?” Living on the 
PVF East farm Michael 
Bradford and I had the 
situation, time, and desire 
to acquire some goats. 
So off to a rent-a-petting 
zoo to buy a surplus 
very pregnant pygmy 
goat originally named 
Bluebonnet. Almost six 
months later Michael 
and I are now the proud 
owners of two goats, a 
white and brown pygmy 
goat named Beverly 
(formerly Bluebonnet) 
and her daughter a black 
pygmy/mini Nigerian 
cross named Lal. I think 
that we have given the 
goats a pretty darn 
good home: nice dry 

shelter, plenty of water, 
access to brush, climbing 
structures, grain, and 
table scraps.

While it’s easy to 
justify their existence 
as practical -- after all, 
we milked Beverly for a 
few months, they keep 
foxes away from our 
chickens, they can clear 
brush. However with 
only two goats, at the 
end of the day they are 
mainly pets who can also 
work.The role for the 
goats is changing as they 
become goats who work 
the nine to five shift too. 
PVF is surrounded by a 
10 foot fence to prevent 
deer from having a 
midnight snack on the 
veggies, but the fence 
is also the perfect trellis 
for creeping vines like 
poison ivy, honeysuckle, 
and mile-a-minute. Goats 
love some poison ivy 
and honeysuckle, finally 
a tangible practical use 
for the goats! Michael 
and I constructed an 100 
foot fence parallel to the 

deer fence for the goats 
to spend their day eating 
through all those pesky 
vines and clearing any 
brush.

Even with just two 
goats, they make it 
through a surprising 
amount of brush pretty 
quickly. Goats are 
browsers not grazers, 
meaning that they don’t 
just eat everything 
down to the nubbins like 
sheep or cows; rather 
they select what they 
want and eat from their 
favorite to least favorite 
until its all gone- so fence 
line makes better eats 

then a traditional pasture 
for goats. Honestly the 
fence line experiment 
has had mixed results. 
Even though we have 
been taking the goats 
for “goat walks” and let 
them have supervised 
pasture time, they were 
pretty rattled about 
being left alone all day 
--it took them a few 
days to get used to their 
new environment. We 
set up the area to work 
systematically around 
the fences rather than 
working the most dense 
places and going from 
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by Hana Newcomb

Farmers are rare in our society.  
Non-farmers have only a hazy 
understanding of what it takes to 
be able to call yourself a farmer, 
since it is nearly impossible to 
choose farming as a career and 
then apply to school, get a useful 
education and then successfully 
join the professional ranks.  It’s not 
like becoming a doctor or lawyer. 
It’s much more complicated. You 
have to know other farmers who 
will teach you and help you.  That’s 
how we became farmers.

My parents learned how to 
farm through trial and error, year 
after year.  I would say that they 
became farmers rather quickly, 
given their liberal arts educations 
and their non-agrarian genes.  My 
father had unusual confidence in 
his abilities and was never afraid 
to ask questions of older farmers.  
He understood soils, had a lot of 
common sense and good business 
instincts.  Plus he didn’t mind 
taking risks.  My mother was a hard 
worker, detail-oriented, incredibly 
competent and sensible.  They 
made a good team, starting a farm 
and a family at the same time.

While I grew up on this farm and 
have been here for every growing 
season of its existence, only in the 
last 15 years or so have I started to 
think that I might be able to call 
myself a farmer.  There are so many 
farmer qualities that I lack – but I 
am fortunate to be surrounded by 
many supporters (my husband, 
my mother, my nephews, Ellen, 
Heinz, and the younger up-and-
coming farmers Casey and Stacey 
and Carrie) who fill the gaps.

Everything I know about 

farming, I learned here. In that 
way, I am sort of an old-fashioned 
farmer.  I know this soil, I know 
this environment, I know these 
seasons, I know these tractors that 
we have had since the beginning 
of time.  It would be tough for 
me to transfer this knowledge to 
a different part of the country.  I 
am always amazed when farmers 
move.  I can’t quite imagine starting 
the whole learning process again 
in Massachusetts or Alabama.  It 
would be like learning a foreign 
language as an 80 year old.  

So what are the gaps in my 
farmer-self?  I don’t know anything 
formal about soil chemistry or 
fertility, other than what we do 
here.  I don’t know how to fix 
anything or build anything. I don’t 
know what to do about pests, 
really, except wish they would 
go away.  I don’t order the seeds 
or even plant most of them (my 
mother orders the seeds and 
plants all the greenhouse seeds 
while Carrie plants most of the 
outdoor seeds).

How in the world can I call myself 
a farmer, then?  It does seem like a 
title that I cannot claim.  And yet, I 
do know when the soil is right for 

planting carrots and I know how 
to prepare it. I know when we are 
doing something that is costing 
money rather than creating 
a profit. I know how to use a 
tractor and when to stop before 
something breaks, and I often 
can contribute useful theories in 
diagnosing a mechanical problem.  
I know how to get things done 
in a timely manner and I know 
how to motivate people to work 
well and happily.  I can tell when 
something is going to grow and 
when something is really just going 
to flop – and I can make quick 
decisions about mowing a crop 
that is no longer cost-effective.  
And I work with a team of family 
and non-family who can get almost 
anything done – from building a 
cooler to burying irrigation pipe to 
replacing a timing belt.

The secret to this particular 
farm’s success is in its multi-
talented crew.  We have always 
had a large and diverse group 
who makes it possible for us to 
get it all done.  There is not just 
one farmer on this farm, that’s 
the thing.  We have a collection 
of skilled and experienced people 
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there (I was overruled in the 
placement question),meaning 
less brush in the current 
location and Michael and I will 
be moving the fence shortly. 
One unexpected problem with 
having the goats gone all day is 
that the chickens and ducks are 
left unprotected from predators 
and a fox came and spirited 
away one of the chickens - in 
broad daylight!

However the benefits of 
having the goats along the 
fence far outweigh the negative 
consequences. Not only are 
goats being put to productive 

work clearing the fence line and 
the creeping vines from slowly 
getting closer and closer to the 
lettuce plants, they are also 
eating for free. While they do 
not consume high quantities 
of grain and hay, it is still a trip 
to the Tractor Supply store 
for feed. Beverly and Lal have 
eaten their way through the 
first section and tonight Michael 
and I will be having a romantic 
evening of moving the fence to 
the next section. Theoretically 
they will eat their way down to 
the fence line by the PVF East 
stand, so look out for Beverly 
and Lal this summer. 
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who can solve most of 
the problems that come 
up.  I get to run this show, 
for the most part, and set 
the priorities and the pace 
here at PVF East.   Out at 
PVF West, Stacey and 
Casey are doing the same 
thing, with Ellen as farmer 
emerita, supporting them 
in the office and with her 
wrench set.

Not all farms are as 
fortunate – they may have 
one lone farmer filling all 
those roles, or perhaps a 
couple divides the duties.   
While there is no question 
that it is more complicated 
to work with a group of 
co-farmers, we know how 
lucky we are.   Farmers are 
known to be independent 
and self-sufficient, but we 
have found a different 
solution.  I can be a farmer 
here because I don’t have 
to be a farmer by myself.  

Jesse Bradford (furthest on the right), the oldest grandchild of Mariette 
Hiu Newcomb, is about to move to New York City for a new software 
job with the Yankees -- leaving his 28-year post at the Takoma Park 
Farmers Market.  As a final send-off, he was joined at the market by his 
brothers Michael and Stephen and the ever-patient Valentina, Shalini 
and Lucy.  This is a big change for the farm and the family and we will 
have to grit our teeth and become Yankees fans.
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Our farm in Purcellville is 180 

acres and we grow crops on about 
20 acres of that. I feel lucky to be 
able to have access to this land 
and to try to help manage it in a 
way that makes sense for both our 
agriculture crops and the wildlife 
that inhabits our farm and the 
surrounding area. I think it is a real 
opportunity to show that wildlife 
and farmers do not have to be at 
odds and can work in harmony.

We of course still battle with 
deer, groundhogs and Canada 
geese, all of which are a bit out of 
balance in our current landscape. 
But what I am really talking about 
is the bees and the butterflies and 
the thousands of other varieties 
of insects that call our farm home. 
As far as biomass is concerned, 
these critters make up much more 
weight than all of the deer and 
groundhogs on our property and 
have much more of an impact. 
If we can provide habitat for 
beneficial insects and pollinators, 
we can decrease our insect 
pest populations and increase 
agricultural yield but also increase 

biodiversity on our farm and serve 
as a feeding and breeding area 
and thereby a sink for important 
insect species such as Monarch 
butterflies and native bees.

People are beginning to 
recognize the devastating effects 
we are having on important insect 
populations. Monarchs are at an 
all time low and could be virtually 
extinct within a decade or less if 
serious efforts are not undertaken 
to revitalize their population. I 
truly believe that if we as farmers 
and citizens do not start to remedy 
these situations and take steps to 
provide habitat and discourage 
practices which take tolls on these 
populations, our food supply will 
be put in danger. 

So what are we doing at PVF 
in Purcellville? Last spring we 
installed a 2,000 square foot 
pollinator patch with almost 
20 species of perennial native 
wildflowers and grasses. We used 
plugs from Harvest Moon Nursery 
and used cardboard and leaf mulch 
to prepare a weed free planting 
area. This area is adjacent to many 
of our agricultural fields and will 
provide habitat for pollinators 

and beneficial insects. We also 
included 2 species of milkweeds 
in this planting which is necessary 
for monarchs to lay their eggs on. 
While this was expensive to install, 
it was a surefire way to quickly 
establish a productive and mostly 
weed free patch and it looks great 
this year. I also tried to seed an area 
with native grass and wildflowers 
with a mix from Ernst Seeds. This 
year to prepare another area for 
planting next year, I am using old 
greenhouse plastic to solarize 
(heat to very hot temperatures) 
to kill all the weeds and then I will 
seed into this the following year.  
In the long run I hope to establish 
2-5 acres of native grassland 
and wildflower meadow on the 
property. We are also installing 
1000 linear feet of tree line and 
shrubline this season. Once these 
trees grow up, this area will 
almost be 2 acres in scope. These 
treelines will serve as windbreaks 
so we can grow crops better in 
the windy spring and fall but the 
trees and shrubs will also serve 
as important habitat. We will use 
about 15 species of native plants 
that are favorites of birds, bees 
and butterflies. Some of these 
include elberberry, winterberry, 
chokecherry, viburnums and 
serviceberry. 

For me, this is one of the most 
enjoyable parts of managing this 
farm and I hope we are doing a 
small part to help our important 
wildlife populations. You too can 
do your part and even small plots 
of habitat in your backyard can 
make a big difference. For more 
information, look up Loudoun 
Wildlife Conservancy and the 
Xerces Society.


