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by Hana Newcomb

We have reached the mid-season, the peak, and we are 
starting down the other side of this vegetable mountain.  

How can we tell?  Years of experience.  But there are lots of 
milestones that confirm that we are halfway through the 2011 
growing season.

• The last bean planting went in the ground during the first 
week of August.  No more planting, only picking from now on.

• We have started planting the fall greens.
• This is newsletter #7 out of 12.
• This is CSA week #13 out of 24.
• We have planted the first cover crop that will remain in the 

ground until next spring.
• The tomatoes have already started to quiet down, after the 

annual avalanche.
• The nights are cool again.
• Powdery mildew has begun to appear on the zinnia leaves.  
• The Sweet Annie is mature enough to put into the flower 

bunches.
• We took all of our containers out of storage, filled them 

with onions and garlic and tomatoes and potatoes, and now 
we are using up our inventory and the crates and baskets are 
stacking up and we will never need all of them at once again 
this year.

• The winter squash is ready to pick and the plants are all dead.
• I have mowed down more than half of the summer crops.  

They are only a memory.
• It is pitch dark when we load for market in the morning.
• All the kids are about to go back to school, leaving the 

adults to finish up the season.
• We have to round up our sweatshirts at the end of the day.
It’s a bittersweet place, the halfway point.  But we pick up 

our sweatshirts and move forward.  No reason to look back.

The Cult of Heirlooms
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by Stephen Bradford

The local food movement is an heirloom 
tomato. It is ripe, luscious, and full of exotic 
flavors. It embodies the old-fashioned 
values and wisdom we seem to have 
forgotten yet so desperately long for. It is 
the antidote to the banality of industrial 
monoculture, salvation from the wasteland 
of flavorless chemical laden food. 

However. The local food movement 
is an heirloom tomato. Unproductive. 
Overpriced. Elitist. Squishy. Inbred. Mired 
in an idealized fantasy of antiquity. Offering 
not salvation but diversion from the 
grave problems confronting the modern 
agricultural landscape.

The heirloom tomato persists as an apt 
metaphor for the local food movement not 
in spite of its flaws but precisely because 
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My Summer Trip to Wisconsin
by Ellen Polishuk

In my new life as a teacher and consultant, I’ve 
formed a relationship with a company called 
Midwestern Bio-Ag and its owner Gary Zimmer. I 
had my first “boot camp” training in Pennsylvania in 
November 2009. MBA wants a presence in the east 
coast as a fertilizer company. This training was their 
first attempt to get some new consultants on board 
with the company’s philosophy and way of doing 
business with farmer clients. We spent 4 days together 
in an Amish boarding house learning all about fertility 
and fertilizers. And so my odyssey into the world of 
fertility consulting began.

I now have a handful of local farmer clients that I 
help analyze their soil tests and production systems. 
It’s been a wonderful opportunity to hone my skills of 
observation and analysis. We all benefit from my new 
training. Gary Zimmer continues to be my mentor 
and friend. 

So, to test my commitment and teaching skill, Gary 
invited me to go to Wisconsin for the 20th annual 
MBA Field Day. This is a major company event, 
attracting 800 growers from around the Midwest. 
Most of MBAs customers are dairy and crop (corn/
soybean) farmers. But, there are a few outliers who 
grow vegetable crops. Along with another veggie 
grower, I had a tent to do two vegetable talks during 
the Field Day. 

We had the best attendance of any of the break 
out sessions, maybe 60 folks gathered to hear our 

wisdom. Our topic was the Three Legged Stool of 
Biological Farming: Biology, Chemistry and Physics. 
We were received with rapt attention and excellent 
questions. We definitely passed the test for teaching 
skills.

But, more interesting was the time I spent in 
Wisconsin touring around. Wisconsin is a big ag state. 
Farming was everywhere – black and white Holstein 
cows, corn and soybeans and alfalfa, and more corn. 
The land is rolling and lush with growth – not too 
dissimilar from here, but I was lucky that Gary called 
two of the best, most established organic vegetable 
growers to arrange tours. 

I got to spend the morning visiting Harmony Valley 
organic farm in Veroqua. It’s been around for 30 years 
and has grown substantially in that time. They farm 
120 acres and gross $2.6 million a year! It’s still run 
by the original owner, with 60 employees, some of 
whom are being groomed to take over the business. 
This farm is in the middle of nowhere, tucked into 
a remote valley three hours from Madison and 
three hours from the twin cities of Minnesota. What 
beautiful black soil, that works up smooth and soft. The 
crops were gorgeous and healthy. The infrastructure 
mostly new and very thoughtfully done. And one of 
my favorite parts is that everyone eats lunch together 
each day. There is a full time chef who cooks using all 
organic ingredients and of course has any vegetables 
from the farm at her disposal. I was blessed to stay 
and enjoy the noon meal with the whole crew. Oh, 
and boy did they have some nice equipment!
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of them. These imperfections 
illuminate an uneasy tension at the 
heart of the local food movement. 
I’m talking, of course, about the 
Great Foodie/Hippie Schism. 
While these sisters of the local food 
movement love to present an image 
of harmonious symbiosis, the truth 
behind their cohabitation is much 
more complicated.

Foodies and Hippies find a common 
enemy in the Agriculture Industrial 
Complex: Foodies in their quest 
for a cornucopia of artisanal, local 
and seasonal products of epicurean 
delight; Hippies, because, well, 
back to the earth, stick it to the man, 
good vibes, people not profits, make 
love not high-fructose corn syrup. 
And ultimately — sustainability. So 
where’s the tension? Let’s look once 
more to the heirloom. 

I remember vividly the confusion I 
felt some years ago during the rise of 
the heirloom tomato. It was a mystery 
to me why we were substituting 
perfectly fabulous hybrids for rows 
of mushy, vine-rotted heirlooms. 
However,  after spending some time 
at market peddling these squishy, ugly 
tomatoes to wide-eyed customers 
eagerly willing 
to pay over 
$4/lb., I 
u n d e r s t a n d 
the appeal.

But when 
I take off my 
market apron 
and free myself 
of the cult of 
h e i r l o o m s , 
I see a Foodie-driven fad that is 
derailing the local food movement 
by compromising the two most 
important challenges it faces to 
becoming a truly lasting and inclusive 
movement.

 First, the accusation that local 
and organic agriculture will never 
offer a viable model for nourishing 
a growing world population. Rising 
to this challenge demands not only 
sustainability, but also productivity. 
This means scaling up and embracing 
mechanization and high-yielding 
varieties. If local farmers continue 
to compromise productivity in favor 
of the price premium of heirloom 
produce, the movement can’t hope to 
offer any credible claim at displacing 
industrial agriculture. And secondly, 
so long as the local food movement 
continues cranking out pricey 
artisinal produce at the expense of 
productivity it will never shake its 
reputation as an elitist movement, 
out of touch with the mainstream. 

Heirloom tomatoes, in all their 
glory, represent the best and the worst 
of the local food movement. A fancy 
artisanal product, ushering in a new 
level of intentionality in farming and 
consuming. But also a genetically 
inferior cultivar with decreased 
productivity and increased prices. 
So long as the heirloom tomato 
remains the unholy symbol of the 
movement, we will be stuck in a local 

food bubble, 
catering to 
the rich and 
offering no 
c r e d i b l e 
a l t e r n a t i v e 
to industrial 
agriculture.

That being 
said, there will 
always be a 

place for heirlooms in the local food 
movement: your garden. And of 
course I hope you continue to enjoy 
those squishy little buggers in your 
CSA bags. But perhaps with just a 
teensy tinge of guilt.
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by David Giusti

Alliums are under-
appreciated.  Who sits down 
to a nice plate of leeks?  How 
often do you  make French 
onion soup, after all? Although 
they are fairly unexciting (if 
ubiquitous) in your dinner, 
plants in the Allium family 
are really, really neat.  This 
is in contrast to tomatoes, of 
course, which are marvelous to 
eat but are sprawling, staining, 
leaking plants growing out in 
the field.  There are hundreds 
of wild Allium species, but the 
most important ones for us are 
onions and garlic.  Recently 
I’ve been thinking a lot about 
onions and how cool they are.  
They are basically a 1:1 crop: 
one plant becomes one onion.  
It’s fairly straightforward to 
grow one onion then weed it, 
pick it, cure it, and store it – 
but, well...we want thousands 
of onions.

Hiu starts onion transplants 
in the greenhouse early, 
because they take a long time 

The Mighty Allium 
Family – Onions 
Are Very Cool

continued on Page 4



to grow.  The tops of the leaves are 
clipped short to encourage strong 
root growth.  Additional onion 
transplants come shipped to us 
from southern Virginia, recently 
dug from the ground, and last 
for a few weeks dormant in their 
box.  We spend a good chunk 
of April unceremoniously poking 
little onion transplants into the 
ground.  Later, we weed around 
each onion plant.  In early summer 
we begin picking some for eating 
fresh then eventually pull up all 
the rest and lay them out on tables 
in the greenhouse to dry.  That first 
July day that the weather headed 
toward 100 degrees, it was all 
hands on deck to clip the tops off 
those thousands and thousands of 
onions so we could move them out 
of the greenhouse before it got too 
hot.  There were crates of onions 
in nearly every cooler we have, 
and some other places too.  Now, 
during slow moments working at 
the farmstand, we clean the outer 
layer of skin and dirt off each onion 
so that it looks nice for eating and 
selling.

The onion plant grows from 
a small seed into a grass-like 
pencil, with a tangle of thick roots 
sprouting from one end.  Once in 
the ground, the plants 
first produce leaves 
and develop strong 
root systems, and then 
the base of each plant 
begins to expand into 
a bulb.  The bottom 
part of each leaf 
thickens to become 
one ring of the onion, 
with the outer leaves 
dried and dead as a 
protective skin.  One 
minor bit of onion 
trivia is that they don’t 
grow underground 
– if you examine an onion, you 
can see that roots grew out of one 
end of the onion and down into 
the ground.  The clipped-off stub 
on the opposite pole is where the 
leaves continued upwards.

The really neat thing about 
onions, though, is that unlike many 
plants they don’t simply switch 
from making leaves to making 

food after growing to a certain 
age or size.  Instead, onions sense 
changes in the amount of daylight 
as the year progresses from spring 

through summer, 
and the signal to 
begin expanding 
into an onion 
bulb is a certain 
length of the day, 
depending on the 
variety of onion 
(or more precisely, 
the length of 
the night).  At 
different latitudes, 
this day-length 
signal will arrive 
at different points 
in the growing 

season for a particular variety of 
onion.  Ideally, an onion plant will 
not start bulbing too early in the 
spring, and end up as a tiny plant 
producing a tiny onion, or too late 
in the summer, yielding a large 
leafy plant with not enough time 
left to grow a bulb.

Short-day onions make the 
switch from leaf to bulb growth 
when sunlight lasts about 12 hours; 
they work well in the south, up 
to about 38º latitude.  Long-day 
onions, which are more pungent 
and store better, switch at 15+ 
hours of daylight and generally 
work best over 40º latitude where 
summer days are longer.  Here in 
Vienna, just our luck, we are right 
in the middle at 39º – and even on 
the summer solstice our days aren’t 
15 hours long.  So although we’ll 
never be a serious storage-onion 
farm, we’re fortunate that there 
are a few varieties bred to grow 
well at our mid-range latitude, and 
we sure do grow them.
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