
by Mariette Hiu Newcomb

My days of growing up in Honolulu were filled 
with being a conscientious student, working hard to 
keep up with classes and piano practice. As a child I 
made marionettes for plays at a community center, 
creating sets and songs with others. In high school, 
I played in the marching band at our football games. 
On weekends I did a little hiking with friends, went 
out with a small group of adults to learn oil painting 
of landscapes. In college I was exposed to a more 
exciting and larger world and there seemed little 
time to do anything other than study and practice 
for hours. I did learn to work, plan and cook with 
others while living in co-op dorms.

Until I met Tony Newcomb and married him right 
after graduation, I had never given any thought to 
gardening or farming. My parents tended potted 
plants and the yards surrounding our house on a 
steep mountain side. I knew my mother kept a few 
chickens and my father raised some orchids, but 
I had none of those chores, My future was to be a 
school music teacher, I thought.

Before starting to have children, I did work as a 
secretary for an engineering firm, for a consulting 
economist, and a maternity nurse doing research 
with a psychologist at George Washington University 
Hospital.

So what was it like to start farming with Tony who 
thought big, had rudimentary mechanical skills and a 

strong impulse to live close to the land, and yearned 
to create a more just society? To keep up with his 
dreams and ideas, I threw myself into an exciting and 
challenging life of learning new skills, managing a 
frugal household, keeping track of multiple projects 
as well as Hana, Lani, Anna, and Charles, I found that 
I enjoyed working outdoors even though I had done 
little athletic or physically demanding work before.

When we started selling at our stand and markets, 
I had fun making signs which needed to be made 
quickly and legible, not as artistic treasures.

Did those hours of disciplined practicing the 
clarinet, oboe, and piano make the varied yet 
repetitive tasks of farming and marketing seem not 
so hard? Did growing up without frills enable me to 
be more resilient and do the best with what we had? 
Does my optimistic calm nature come from before or 
from working with plants?  Who can say.
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Studying and 
Practicing For Hours

Mariette has the handwriting that goes on all the 
quickly made signs. She is the original PVF artist.

The following pieces are in answer to the prompt:  “Tell me 
about how your pre-farm endeavors contribute to/affect 

your life as a farmer.”



by Jill Evans-Kavaldjian  

Art, literature, and gardening were my passions 
as a child. My mother, a chemist by profession, was 
a naturalist interested in knowing the names of all 
things animal, vegetable, or mineral. I used our 
Brownie camera to document our gardens each year, 
and read and drew incessantly. When it came time 
to decide about college, I decided art school seemed 
interesting, and so I went off to VCU in Richmond. 

Working my way through college, though, I picked 
up other skills. I started bussing, then waiting tables, 
eventually ending up as a head waiter at a French 
restaurant in the Virginia piedmont that was an early 
example of the Farm to Table movement (this was 
in the early 1980s). As head waiter, I recited the 
menu for each table, and explained to the guests 
how each dish was prepared. I had to know about 
all the ingredients used, and where they came from, 
because people would ask. My chef also hired me to 
tend the kitchen garden in the summer, and in busy 
times I worked in the kitchen in the morning under 
his instruction.

In restaurants I learned about customer service, 
running tabs, balancing the books each night. I also 
learned that the dishwasher has one of the best jobs, 
despite the physical demands: the demands are few, 
and the objective is clear.

After I finally graduated with my BFA (it takes 
la while when you pay for it as you go), I set off to 
find employment in the DC area. I was hired as a 
paste-up artist, making news clippings books for 
a consultancy that helped foreign governments 
understand US culture. Eventually, I became a writer 
and news analyst at that company. I was asked me 
to add something called “sustainable development” 
to my research portfolio. I would scour news sources 
for stories about the new thinking in economic 
development, where resources were managed and 
preserved, instead of spent. I would write analysis 
pieces summarizing the latest thinking about energy 
use, resource management, and sustainable farming 
trends worldwide. I loved my work.

I had my first child, and after two years my second. 
I had a great job with flexible telework (in the early 
1990s!) in Arlington, with a sunny office space filled 
with plants. My kids only had to go to the babysitter 
twice a week. I had health insurance, a nice (if a little 
too expensive) place to live with a small garden 
space. We would visit local farmers markets and 
bring home ecoganic produce every weekend. It 
was terrific! Until my company lost its three biggest 
clients in one week.

Maybe my bosses didn’t actually read those 
executive summaries I wrote about economic 
diversification...

After I was laid off, my husband and I had to decide 
on priorities. I had become used to a flexible work 
schedule. With two kids under four, I didn’t want 
to go back to work full-time to make just enough 
to pay for full-ime child care. After looking at our 
options, I took a part-time job as a newsletter editor, 
and we moved to Loudoun, where housing was less 
expensive. I put in a new, larger garden, and my kids 
grew and attended preschool at the local Community 
Center. That’s where I met another local mom who 
happened to be a farmer at PVF West: Ellen Polishuk. 
An avid gardener herself, we had a lot in common 
(except that I use vernacular names for plants, where 
Ellen, always the professional, uses Latin ones).

After we had been friends a couple of years, Ellen 
asked if I was available for greenhouse work in the 
early spring. Workers were hired for the season, 
but they couldn’t come early enough to cover all 
the tasks. As a part-timer always looking for work, 
and a plant lover, I agreed. Greenhouse work was 
pleasant in February and March: warm, calm, and 
the objectives were clear. Eventually I started filling 
in on other tasks, transplanting, mulching, pounding 
stakes, and putting up row covers. But Ellen had 
another project she wanted my help with: starting a 
Farmstand for the Purcellville farm.

It started small, but from the beginning the stand 
was a project that involved many of my skills: I 
used my art abilities to make signs large and small, 
designed t-shirts and business cards, and helped 
organize the space. I started using social media 
and used my writing and publishing experience to 
help publicize the stand. And my years of customer 
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by Ben Deitz  

In many respects, working at 
PVF has demanded a totally new 
skill set. When I started, I had 
virtually no experience planting 
or picking. Outside of “planting” 
bouquets of flowers in water, my 
history with keeping plants alive 
was limited. However – looking 
back at my progress as a farmer – 
I can’t help but notice skills in my 
pre-farming days that I’ve been 
able to incorporate into helping 
our team accomplish its goals.

After brief self-examination, 
it became clear to me that my 
interest in science has been a 
cornerstone in my development 
and engagement with the work 

I do at the farm. From a young 
age, I always had a curiosity and 
fascination with wildlife. This 
curiosity developed into the 
passion for biology and science I 
have today as I pursue biology in 
college.

Though my interest in the 
development of organisms and 
plants helps me stay motivated, 
I believe my hands-on lab 
experience has had a much 
greater impact on my helpfulness 
at the farm; specifically, my 
experiences in microbiology 
labs. Though I have had several 
different experiences in this field, 
each of which has demanded I 
learn how to treat and maintain 
cell cultures. From cancer cells 

at INOVA Fairfax Hospital to E. 
Coli in the Virginia Tech Labs, I 
developed the proper technique 
behind taking samples, providing 
nutrients, and harvesting the cells. 
Each of these techniques being 
strikingly similar to my duties at 
the farm when I weed, water and 
pick the vegetables.  

by Katie Storch 

My studies and 
previous work have 
largely revolved around 
coaching, teaching and 
child development. 
Reading and writing, 
coloring between the 
lines, addition and 
subtraction, the finer 
points of swimming 
stoke technique, cradling 
a lacrosse ball...  And I’ve 
been making plans to 
figure out how to wrap 

ecoganic farming into 
my educational career 
plans - teaching kids the 
benefits of sustainability, 
seasonal eating cycles 
and health eating habits.  
Lately, I’ve been thinking 
more about how to 
introduce kids and their 
development into a life 
plan focused on farming!  
A subtle shift....

My experience 
with children has 
converted nicely into 
farming. Teaching 

requires patience, 
organization, and 
flexible communication 
to groups of people with 
varied interests - like 
farming!  Think sounding 
out syllables and weeding 
carrots have nothing in 
common? Think again. 
The tolerance and 
patience I developed 
from working through 
sentence structures and 
math problems with 
first graders has been 
invaluable (especially 
when the task involves 
tiny weeds around baby 
carrots! Or those hard-
to-find snap peas.)

Farming, like teaching, 
requires hustle and 
persistence.  I’ve needed 
to stay focused and be 
efficient in carrying out 
tasks at PVF - much like life 
in front of a classroom. 
The often-stressful 
and time-sensitive job 
of organizing groups 

of tiny swimmers into 
relays at swim meets 
has its parallels here. I’ve 
experienced the same 
feeling racing the clock 
to unload and set up 
before market begins. 
Move swiftly, stay calm, 
keep smiling and stay 
focused on the start of 
the “race”!

Lastly, the people skills 
I developed through 
engaging with (possibly 
overbearing) parents 
of kids have come in 
handy during discussions 
with customers at the 
farm and market. I have 
always loved to chat 
about things that I’m 
enthusiastic about - 
whether that’s the kids 
I love working with - or 
the beautiful (and some 
ugly) vegetables I’m 
selling!  So, building an 
inventory of skills to help 
make others as excited 
as I am has been helpful.

Farm Notes Page 3

Teaching and Coaching and Farming

My Roots are in Science



service helped when I was behind 
the cash register. My restaurant 
years also helped me promote the 
vegetables (need a killer recipe for 
chard?). 

As my children grew, they 
helped at the farm, learned about 
all the different vegetables, and 

in turn worked summer shifts at 
the stand. Each winter we’d talk 
about how to make it better next 
year. And each spring we’d add 
something: more space, better 
cooling, dedicated places for 
CSA. It’s a project that combines 
farming with commerce, and it’s a 
work in progress. My mom would 

shake her head about my broad 
interests as a kid, saying, “you’re 
a Jack of all trades, and master 
of none.” I’ve learned that some 
projects are multifaceted. It’s 
been fun to work on this effort to 
introduce people to sustainable, 
local delicious agriculture one by 
one.

by Scout Parker  

When I applied to work at Potomac Vegetable 
farms, I was halfway through my second New 
England winter and all I wanted was more sunlight. 
As I sat at my desk thinking about summer jobs, I 
remembered the sign for the Purcellville stand off of 
route 287. I had driven by the stand many times, but I 
never gave it much thought until I considered where 
I could work outdoors for the summer. 

During this time, I was also preparing for my 
5th season in Track and Field. Every fall I ran cross 
country, but in the wintertime, I would hit the weight 
rooms to bulk up for sprints and 300m hurdles. I was 
only barely fast enough to run varsity cross country, 
but the track, especially the hurdles, was where I 
stood out. 

Track and Field brought out the animal in me. If 
you know me, I’m a fairly sensitive, inquisitive, cello 
playing, barefooted dork who likes to sketch things 
and contra dance, so its hard for me to describe the 
reserve of intense ferocity I had to tap while running 
Track and Field. I assumed a sort of no-holds-barred 
mindset for every rep, interval, and race; I split open 
hurdles, ran until I couldn’t stand up, and I relished 
in 40 degree rain numbing my hands as rounded the 
track. 

I was strong- much stronger than I am now. I 
set some records, I competed in championships, I 
attended track clinics and camps, and I ran with a club 
in the summer. My speed was certainly competitive, 
but I was never the best, and you don’t seriously run 
Track & Field if you don’t aim to win.  My coaches 
commandeered my potential and kindled that 
ferocious athlete within me, but in hindsight I wish 
I’d been able to focus more of my energy on music. 

With that said, my athletic background certainly 
helps me accomplish a lot of the work we do every 
day on the farm; I’m able to lift heavy things, I’m 
not wary of feeling exhausted, and I’m not afraid 
to work hard. I’ll pound posts, carry hay-bales, and 
chuck sand bags around- it’s never a problem. You 
also may find me running a lot- walking makes me 

impatient.
But my athletic background isn’t what keeps me 

working at PVF. One thing track taught me about 
myself was that I don’t actually enjoy intense 
competition. I never felt like I was on a team when 
I ran track. A lot of attention was put on me alone, 
and my coaches and teammates expected me to 
accomplish goals I wasn’t sure I cared about so 
much. I’d rather work with others, not for them. At 
PVF, I get to accomplish tasks together with a group 
every day, and I think there are plenty of ways to be a 
positive force in a group without being the absolute 
best at the designated task. I get to learn from others 
every day, and I really enjoy the space we have at 
PVF to work together and share bits and pieces of 
each other’s stories. Working hard and being strong 
always helps, but life exists in relation to others, and 
I’ve enjoyed sharing my strengths with my fellow 
workers as well as learning from theirs. 
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