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by Hana Newcomb

Have you ever found 
yourself doing simple 
arithmetic while you 
are swimming laps?  
Calculating how fast 
you are going or what 
fraction of your workout 
has been completed?  Or 
do you have a regular 
commute to work, where 
the radio program always 
gets to “Marketplace” 
just as you cross the 
Toll Road, so then you 
know you are right on 
schedule?  Do you have 
ways of knowing where 
you are, or if you are late, 
without ever looking at 
an electronic device?

It is not so different 
with farming, for those of 
us who have been doing 
this for a long time.  My  
internal monitor  tracks 
all kinds of data – from the 
first day that Mom goes 
into the greenhouse to 
seed onions in February 
to the late November 
day that we pack up 
the CSA bags and store 
them on the shelf for the 
winter.  As we move from 
planting seeds in March 
to transplanting outside 
in April to mulching in 

May, I watch the trees 
to see whether the 
natural world is ahead 
of schedule or running 
late.  When we get to 
the summer solstice, we 
know that the onions 
have reached their full 
size, no matter what else 
is going on.

Even though it is only 
the middle of July, we are 
already halfway through 
our growing season.  
This is not to say that we 
are halfway through the 
work, mind you.  We are 
only 25% through the CSA 
season and we haven’t 
even started to pick 
tomatoes yet (we shift 
into overdrive as the 
heirlooms and hybrids 
ripen relentlessly, day and 
night).  The second half 
is daunting, but at least 
it ends at Thanksgiving, 
every time.

Ironically, the halfway 
point is comparatively 
calm.  We have planted all 
the spring and summer 
crops and we are not 
quite ready to plant 
the fall crops.  We have 
already mowed the first 
plantings of cucumbers 
and squash (without a 
backward glance) and 

the summer cover crops 
are germinating nicely. 

From the halfway point, 
we can almost see to the 
end, but not quite.  We 
don’t know whether the 
sweet potatoes will be 
able to catch up since it 
was raining so much that 
they had to wait several 
weeks at PVF West for 
a dry day so they could 
finally get into the 
ground.  We don’t know 
if there will be a bad 
blight in the tomatoes.  
But when we look 
backwards, we can be 
satisfied that we had an 
unexpectedly bountiful 
spring, considering the 
weird weather.  We can be 
amazed at how beautiful 
the bean patches are at 

PVF East – we are only in 
the second patch (out of 
ten) and we have already 
had a record breaking 
day of picking.  

The halfway point is a 
great place to stop and 
look around.  Our fields 
are weedier than we 
would like, but the plants 
are vibrant.  Our crew has 
learned what to expect 
every morning and we 
are meeting our daily 
deadlines with grace.  We 
can’t be complacent, but 
we can be happy with the 
mountains of cucumbers 
and chard and kohlrabi 
that we have already 
moved.  So we take a big 
breath and get ready for 
the tomatoes.  

Halfway Around the Course

Hana and Carrie on their 46th and 47th baskets of 
a marathon bean-picking.
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The Maryland Farm: Part Three in a Series

by Paul Benton and Martha 
Daughdrill

Our decision to farm together 
came before we were even an 
official couple.  Paul came to 
PVF in 1984 and after a couple of 
years, was ready to start out on 
his own.  Martha was just finishing 
her dissertation about farmers 
near urban areas and wanted to 
farm herself, rather than enter the 
academic or research world. We 
spent hours writing out business 
plans, detailing how much time 
and money it would take to get 
started.  In the beginning, we 
looked at farms for sale throughout 
the region.  The further away from 
Northern Virginia, the more the 
prices became affordable, yet no 
place we looked at was “right” 
– the soils were not good, it was 
too far from the markets, or there 
was no reasonable housing.

It never occurred to us that the 
right fit was the Maryland farm.  In 
fact, Paul didn’t like the Maryland 
farm for all the same reasons Hana 
describes in Part Two – hot, buggy, 
uncomfortable, no amenities.  
One day, somehow, we realized 
that the Maryland farm met 
virtually all our conditions so we 
bought the farm from PVF in 1987 
and began a relationship with 
a place unlike anything we had 
ever experienced. Hiu Newcomb 
agreed to hold the mortgage and 
gave us very good terms where 
we made one payment at the end 
of each growing season when 
hopefully we generated enough 
income to make the payment and 
survive the winter

Martha started a job in the next 
county, St. Mary’s, that provided a 
steady income and insurance and 
Paul dedicated himself fulltime to 
getting the farm up and running.  
PVF purchased everything we 
could grow that first year.  We also 
sold at a newly opened farmer’s 
market in Waldorf on Saturdays. 

Initially we bought most of the 
equipment and supplies from 
PVF which, undoubtedly, made 
it possible to get the farm in 
production.  Nevertheless, these 
were pretty lean times both in 
terms of time and money.  

We lived in a corn crib that 
Tony Newcomb had started to 
convert to living space (and which 
we upgraded more).  We had 
electricity brought in and built 
a new outhouse to get started.  
The road into the farm became 
impassable when there wasa 
heavy rain, thus there was many a 
morning that Martha would have 
to make the trek out to the hard 
surface road (Steinhouser Road) in 
her dress-up clothes for work with 
her mud boots.  When we married 
in 1988, we decided to buy a new 
road into the farm rather than 
have a big wedding.

The next year brought about 
some major changes:  our 
daughter, Grace (AKA Bean) was 
born in June (not the best timing); 
Martha quit her job to work on 
the farm fulltime; we amped up 
our production for much more 
market participation, including the 

development of local wholesaling 
with restaurants and local grocery 
stores and we started a CSA.   The 
operation continued to grow over 
the next few years. 

At first we hired workers from 
the local community and then 
soon began hiring college students 
(mainly liberal arts types) from 
around the country. We also hired 
students from Eastern Europe 
through a program sponsored by 
Future Farmers of America. One 
of the most gratifying aspects of 
our business was the relationships 
we formed with our workers from 
around the country and around 
the world.

The Maryland farm became the 
place that defined our family.  It 
was our source for sustenance, 
both economically and socially.  
Virtually all aspects of our lives 
were determined by the farm and 
it became our sense of identity 
within the community.  Neighbors, 
near and far, would visit just to 
see what we were doing since it 
was so very different from the 
traditional tobacco, corn and 

The Newburg crew, sometime in the early ‘90s. (Paul, Martha, and 
Bean are on the right).

continued on page 4
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Farm Use

By Michael Bradford

Each new season it seems I spend more time 
commuting and working at other farms. This year 
there are about 4 other farms I visit for a day on 
occasion. Hana makes an effort to lend her more 
experienced employees, especially her children and 
nephews such as myself, to other farms in need of 
a bit of labor. It’s a nice favor for less established 
farms, and we also get the advantage of spying on 
all of our friends. We learn new techniques, judge 
whether certain systems appeal to us, and often get 
a taste for what a hard day’s work really means.

Of course we have to commute, which can take 45 
minutes to 2 hours one way depending on the farm. 
We are paid for the commute by the farm we are 
going to. If a PVF car has a Smart Tag and is regularly 
being used to commute to another farm via the toll 
road, the Smart Tag will be removed.

This little policy of ours came to my awareness last 
week. It was an off morning for me, I was driving by 
myself to Willowsford farm for the first time and I 
was a bit scattered getting myself together. As I 
approached the toll before my exit I checked to 
make sure the Smart Tag was on the dashboard, and 
sure enough, it was gone. I eased into the Smart Tag 
only lane with the faint hope that my device was 
merely hidden from view, but of course I was stuck. I 
quickly called Hana, asking if she had taken the Smart 
Tag. “Oh, yeah, I forgot to tell you, we needed it for 
another vehicle, and it didn’t really belong in there.” I 
waited briefly for an apology but Hana definitely had 
nothing more to say. Very quickly a man emerged and 
said “$5.10.” I had no money on me and I told him 
so while apologizing profusely and trying to explain 
why I thought I had a Smart Tag, as if that would help 
at this point.

“Alright, license?” he said abruptly. “Umm, I’m 
really sorry but I don’t have my license because I lost 
my wallet… is there anything I can do?” I implored, 
wondering what exactly I was suggesting. “Do you 
have your registration?” the man asked. If I had the 
nerve to actually look at him he would probably 
have looked impatient. I had already been frantically 
searching for the vehicle registration in the glove box 
by the time he asked. “Hana? Do you know where 
the registration for this vehicle is?”

“It’s not in there? Oh wait, I know why it’s not, 
that’s a farm use vehicle, it doesn’t get registered.” 
(farms can put a license plate on vehicles that says 
“farm use” and drive it within 20 miles of the farm for 
farm purposes without registration, as long as they 
have working lights and other essentials.) as Hana 
was telling me this I found a vehicle registration and 

quickly handed it to the man; I was greatly relieved 
to have something to give him. He walked away, 
quickly turned around gave it back to me. “this is 
expired.” I glanced at the card. Under make and 
model it said “Toyota Corolla.” I was driving a Volvo 
station wagon.

“I’m really sorry, that’s all I have.” He begrudgingly 
but quickly stepped away and came back again. 
“You don’t have any license plates.” I tried my best 
to explain the idea of farm use vehicles but I doubt 
he was listening as he proceeded to fill out a ticket 
based on the vehicle registration I gave him, charged 
to my brother, whose expired Corolla’s registration 
was in my glove box for some reason. I rolled away 
wondering if the toll man had not noticed that the 
registration was for another vehicle, or if he just 
really wanted me out of there. With no paperwork 
or identification or money, what could the next step 
have been?

My cousin suggested that I should have sped 
through a lane without a barrier. They would only 
have gotten a picture of “farm use” plates. I think I’d 
rather have the ticket to give to Hana and enjoy the 
last time she’ll pay my toll.
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Adventures in Retail: The Censored Version
by Rebecca Groisser

The other evening I was working 
at the stand when a black Audi 
pulled up and a middle-aged 
woman got out, leaving her 
elderly male companion in the 
car. We exchanged pleasantries 
and she began to examine the 
tomato table, plastic bag in hand, 
as customers are wont to do. She 
then called to the man in the car, 
in a tone of not only unwarranted 
but unreasonable disdain, “These 
tomatoes are [censored.]”

I’m fairly certain you an guess 
what word she said.

She turned to me and issued a 
blithe, insincere, “No offense, but 
your tomatoes are [censored].” 
She tossed her unused, wrinkled 
plastic bag on top of the tomato 
table, got into the car, and drove 
away.

I was so surprised that I didn’t 
have a chance to respond, which is 
probably a good thing, considering 
the nature of the initial reactions 
that popped into my mind.

“No offense?!”
“No offense, but what the 

[censored] do you know about 
tomatoes?”

“No offense, but perhaps you’re 
too [censored] dumb to shop here 
anyway.”

“No offense, but if you’d rather 

eat beautiful, tasteless, objectively 
disgusting supermarket tomatoes, 
I’m afraid there’s not much point 
to having stopped by here in the 
first place.”

Maybe I should have said that 
one.

My immediate, knee-jerk 
reaction of loathing, anger, and 
offense has yet to wear off, 
although I admit, for the span of a 
few seconds  – long enough for me 
to scan the tomato table myself 
– I believed her. I thought, maybe 
these tomatoes are [censored]. Of 
course, I snapped out of it quickly, 
and tasting one myself, concluded 
that she is totally, embarrassingly 
wrong.

I’d like to make this a sweeping 

statement about the decline of 
human society, but unfortunately 
(or fortunately, as it were) I’ve 
never had anyone be that outright 
rude to me before in any of my 
many customer service jobs. 
I’ve also never heard anyone 
use that language to describe 
the quality of our tomatoes. The 
price, yes, but the quality? Perish 
the thought. My mom thinks that 
her judgments on our tomatoes 
is a minor infraction compared 
to how rude she was to a perfect 
stranger, but for me, it’s about 
the tomatoes. Our tomatoes are 
great. I have converted tomato-
haters with a single heirloom (true 
story). Children choose to eat 
our cherry tomatoes over candy 
and popsicles (probably). Our 
tomatoes win awards (well, they 
haven’t, but I like to think they 
could).

So I guess it’s just her, and 
maybe a select other few people 
who don’t choose to voice 
their complaints in front of me. 
Maybe there’s a small minority of 
people who honestly prefer the 
(gorgeous, bland, 100% repulsive) 
supermarket tomatoes.

But you know what, unnamed 
Audi-driving middle-aged woman?  
There is no need to come back.

Because frankly, you’re full of 
[censored].

soybeans grown in the 
area.  Life was good, not 
always easy, but certainly 
good.  

As with all life, things 
do change.  In May, 1998, 
we came home from 
delivering the CSA to 
find someone from the 
state in our driveway.  

She was there to issue 
us a warning that the 

Maryland Department 
of Mental Hygiene was 
going to close our farm 
down since we were 
housing agriculture 
workers without the 
proper state certification.  
Long story short, after 
extensive effort to satisfy 
the state’s needs (even 

though we were within 
the law at the federal 
level), we decided to 
sell the farm back to PVF 
rather than continue 
with what had become 
an expensive, difficult 
struggle.  This also fit 
well with Paul’s recent 
interest in becoming a 
teacher since he could 
now go back to school.  

We packed up and moved 
south to Alabama where 
Martha’s family lives.

Even though we don’t 
have the chance to see 
the sun set across the 
fields now or hear the 
geese down at the marsh 
as they arrive in the fall, 
the Maryland farm will 
always remain a part of 
our lives.  

continued from page 2


