
by Peio Robert Ayestaran Laubach

 My fifty farming days started in mid-July and now 
these days have come to an end. I had just arrived 
from a 13 hour flight from Pamplona, a city in the 
Basque region of Spain when I first saw the farm. 
When I arrived wow! I was amazed how a farm could 
be situated next to one of the biggest mall areas in 
the US. Luxury houses surround what was once a 
rural area years ago. Really the image that I had of 
a farm was a big corn field with a red barn at one 
corner and a John Deere tractor parked at one side. 
That’s what I have always seen in pictures and in 
cartoons. When I told my friends in Spain that my 
farm had no red barn, they laughed and told me that 
I was not in a farm, but certainly they have no idea of 
what a farm is.

Days started going on slowly, every day I met new 
people and did new stuff at the farm like picking 
vegetables, stringing tomatoes, hoeing, even 
though weed-wacking was one of my main jobs. 
Suddenly my first market day arrived: “Crossroads,” 
an exciting small market where a lot of Spanish is 
spoken, no problem with that. 

Days go by and I get to go to work to PVF West, 
out in Loudoun is still the same farm in a different 
location. The fields there have no trees, it’s really 
humid and the temperature was in the upper nineties 
on that first day (this weather is extremely hot for 
me, mostly because up north of Spain where I come 
from the summers are dry and hot days are up to 
90 degrees) these conditions made being out in the 
field uncomfortable.

This memory makes me think about the hardest 
things of coming here and definitely the three 
worst things are: traffic, mosquitoes, and humidity. 
The car density in this area really shocked me. It’s 
astonishing how the whole country is made so 

everyone depends on cars and gas, and traffic jams 
are daily things ( I tried to remember when was 
the last time I had been in a traffic jam, and it was 5 
years ago going into Paris, France). Mosquitoes are 
one of those things where even liters of mosquito 
repellents won’t do anything, after “dipping” my 
cap in anti mosquito liquid the mosquitoes get used 
to the smell and crash into my face constantly.. Last 
but not least humidity -- something that I got used to 
and can deal with normally now.

 Even though PVF is an ecoganic vegetable farm 
we have animal experiences; I mostly remember 
two of them. As you know we have some pigs at 
the farm. It was a rainy day, I was picking cherry 
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Peio at the Crossroads Farmers Market.



by Hana Newcomb

When my father, Tony 
Newcomb, decided to 
retire (at age 29) from 
his government job, one 
of the motivations was 
that he wanted to be able 
to take a nap on his own 
schedule.  He said that 
he did occasionally sleep 
under his desk but it was 
not ideal.  He wanted to 
be the boss of himself.

So, my parents started 
their own business.  
They could start work 
whenever they wanted 
(at daybreak), stop 
work to eat breakfast 
whenever they were 
hungry, go to the post 
office or the bank in the 
middle of the day, and 
they could set their own 
priorities all day long.  It 
was great.  In the winter, 
we always took long 
vacations and drove to 
Mexico or California or 
Florida.

But as all small business 
owners know, there 
were some downsides.  
When you are your own 
boss, everything is your 
problem.  If the health 
inspectors get a call from 
a neighbor who doesn’t 
like living next door to 
a farm, you need to be 
ready for the inspection.  
If there is a violent 
hailstorm, your leafy 
greens and tomatoes will 
be shredded – and the 
loss is entirely yours.  If 
your truck breaks down 
between farms, you have 
to get it home and fix it.  

As I think back to those 
first decades of farming, 
the stresses definitely 
overshadowed the joys 
of self-employment for 
my parents.

We know some farmers 
who are still in those early 
years and their struggles 
are familiar.  Kevin 
Grove, a young farmer in 
Lovettsville, sometimes 
works all night long to try 
to keep up with his work.   
Zach Lester of Tree and 
Leaf Farm tells me that 
he wears a headlamp 
when he drives his tractor 
slowly, slowly back and 
forth in his fields, the 
spader churning along 
behind him, the stars 
shimmering above.  David 
Giusti  drives in from his 
Loudoun County rented 
farm land and unloads 
his vegetables into the 
cooler well after the close 
of business here at PVF.

On the upside, we are 
selling our vegetables 
at farmers markets and 
through our CSA and 
at our roadside stands.  
We are dealing directly 
with our customers and 
we decide how much to 
charge and what to sell. 
This means we don’t have 
to spend time trying to 
convince the managers 
at Whole Foods to buy 
our tomatoes, and we 
don’t have to have all the 
one-way packaging and 
we don’t have to have 
organic certification and 
we don’t have to chase 
around to collect up 
overdue payments.  We 
go to the markets and 
we trade in a truckload of 
vegetables for a handful 
of real cash.   And we get 
almost half of our income 
from our CSA, which is a 
huge help, getting paid in 
advance.

People who run their 
own businesses have a 
certain tolerance for risk 
– if they don’t, they will 
not ever be comfortable.  
My parents raised both 
kinds of people: my 
youngest two siblings 
earn regular paychecks 
working relatively regular 
hours and the sister 
closest in age to me runs 
her own business and 
sleeps very little.  I think 
I have the best job of all 
of us, mostly because 
this business is now in its 
sixth decade and we have 
figured out what works 
best, most of the time.  

It is the same business 
my parents started 
over 50 years ago, but 
it is far less fraught 
than it was back then.  
We are standing on 
their shoulders: they 
borrowed the money to 
buy all the land, started 
the business, learned to 
grow and sell vegetables.  
We are carrying the story 
forward: we finished 
paying the mortgages, 
kept adjusting our 
systems, found more 
excellent people to help 
us, and continued to get 
better at growing and 
selling vegetables.

And it’s not only the 
boss who gets a nap these 
days – we have evolved to 
the place where anyone 
who needs a nap in the 
afternoon can have one.  
And we all go to bed in 
the night…so we can get 
up early and get back to 
work.
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Notes from the Farmer’s Messy Desk:  
Being Your Own Boss

Stephen Bradford, longtime farmworker/nephew 
who works on both farms, takes a much needed 
nap.  He has been known to nap under the market 
tables, but other farmers tend to frown on that.  
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by Ellen Polishuk 

From a business perspective, market 
gardeners and small vegetable growers 
are a strange bunch. We are probably 
the only business people that cannot say 
with any certainty how much it costs us 
to grow our products. Sure, we know the 
total costs of running our farms, but not 
what it costs to grow a bunch of carrots 
or a head of lettuce. At the end of each 
season, we know if we have money left 
in the bank, if our income exceeded our 
expenses and then we can declare that 
we are either profitable, breaking even, 
or losing money farming. Not knowing 
the cost of growing each crop means 
that we cannot effectively decide which, 
if any, of our crops are money makers, 
and which are money losers. This is a decidedly poor 
position to be in to plan our farm’s future.

Why don’t we know what it costs to grow each 
crop? While it may sound easy at the outset, just 
sit and think about it for a minute and you will 
understand the complexity of the question. The 
biggest operating expense on a market farm is labor. 
Almost no farmer tracks labor hours BY CROP. Can 
you imagine what it would take to keep track of how 
much time is spent on each crop in just harvest alone? 
For instance, on any given Friday we harvest maybe 
35 different vegetables. The crew is maybe 10 people 
strong, with some people harvesting and some 
people washing and packing, and everyone driving 
around the farm to each patch. Each vegetable takes 
a different amount of time to harvest, and only some 
are washed. That 50 hours of labor time would need 
to be divided into minutes and then attributed to the 
35 crops. YIKES! And that’s just labor. How would we 
attribute the cost of farm liability insurance ($5000 
per year) or of electricity ($500 per month) to each 
crop? Ah, now you see the problem.

Lucky for us, some folks out in Wisconsin have 
come up with a spreadsheet program just for farms 
like ours to try to crack this nut. It’s called the Veggie 
Compass. The program prompts growers to enter 
ALL the expenses for one season, ALL the income, 
and all the crops grown (well, at least up to 48 
different crops!). While it does not actually help us 
track labor expenses, it does give us incentive to try 
to do just that on our farms. When all the raw data 
is entered, it does its magic and gives us extremely 
valuable information about our farm business.

For instance, it tells us how much it costs to grow 

each crop – including labor, other operating expenses 
(tools, supplies, etc), AND all overhead costs (taxes, 
mortgage, insurance etc). And it does this for each 
of our market channels – CSA, farm stand, farmers 
market. Each of those market channels has different 
costs associated with it, and may have different price 
points.

I have been working with the Veggie Compass 
program for a few years now. At the beginning I had 
to guess a lot of the data to enter. But because of 
the incentive of actually knowing what it costs to 
produce each vegetable, we have been doing more 
of the hard work of work tracking various costs, labor 
hours etc. So, this August, I finally finished entering 
the data for the 2013 growing season. Here’s a sample 
of what it costs to grow a few different vegetables 
on our Loudoun farm. We call this the breakeven 
price – what we would have to charge to cover all 
the costs.

You can see that in only one instance are we 
actually charging more than it costs us to grow the 
crop. Don’t worry, when all the crops are accounted 

Veggie Compass

CROP

Beets
Lettuce
Potatoes
Beans
Squash

UNIT

bunch
head
pound
pound
pound

BREAKEVEN 
PRICE
$4.25
$3.60
$2.00
$6.35
$1.40

USUAL RETAIL 
PRICE
$3.50
$3.50
$2.50
$4.00
$2.50
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tomatoes and while I was loading 
them to the golf cart my partner 
Amelia shouted out “Hey the pigs 
are out!” We texted the workers 
so they would come as fast as 
possible. One of the pigs ran back 
through the hole where they had 
escaped. We rapidly blocked the 
hole, now there were two more to 
chase, we dumped some grain in 
the ground so they would eat and 
when I thought that I had both of 
them close enough I tried to grab 
them both.  One of them squealed 
and ran away. I had the other one 
so now it was time to see where 
the last one had gone -- these 
small creatures are extremely 
fast and agile. Becky, Carrie and 
Amelia and I were trying to find 
out where the slippery one was 
hiding. Somebody shouted out 
“It’s here!” We caught it, made 
sure that there were no holes in 
the fence and the pigs have not 
attempted any escape since then.

The other story is with deer. It 
was 7 o’clock and we were having 
dinner when suddenly we got a 
phone call: a deer is inside the 
fence (that’s bad, they can stomp 
and eat everything). We jumped 
up from the table, ran to our golf 
carts (like a cowboy would get 
on his horse) and raced out to 
the field.  Hana and I chased the 
deer back out of the main door 
in a very easy way, now the gates 
have a curfew, all of them have to 
be closed by dark.

50 days have gone by in the 
Fairfax County, thing are the same 
as they used to be two months 

ago for most of the people, but 
new events have been happening 
for me, and this experience really 
has made me enjoy my stay here, 
the people are amazing and the 
flow has been very positive. I am 
extremely happy to be here and to 
have worked for the PVF family, I 

have made good friends and met 
a lot of people, now I’m willing 
to travel anywhere to learn and 
work. 

Goodbye Leesburg Pike, 
goodbye everyone (it’s really not 
a goodbye, it’s a see you later!), I’ll 
be back! The sooner the better.
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for, we make a profit. 
But knowing those cost 
numbers can affect the 
decisions going forward 
about how much of each 
crop to grow, and what 
price we might want to 
charge.

Veggie Compass also 
tells us how each of 
our market channels 
performs. For our 
Loudoun farm, the CSA 
is a breakeven business, 
our roadside stand loses 
money, and the farmers 
markets are profitable. 

Again, knowing this 
information will help us 
decide how to grow our 
business, which channels 
to try to expand, which 
to let go or somehow 
improve.

I have been teaching 
growers around the 

South about Veggie 
Compass. It’s fun to share 
this tool with others and 
to watch growers get 
excited about learning 
more about how their 
farms business side 
works.  

Peio’s experience on the farm includes digging a grave for a pig 
funeral. From left: Carrie, Rowan, Peio, Hana and Amani.
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