
By Mariette Hiu Newcomb
October is when we welcome 

groups of schoolchildren with 
their teachers and parents to visit 
our farm on Leesburg Pike.   This 
practice started probably 40-45 
years ago when we settled on this 
piece of ground. We were still 
renting fields between here and 
Tysons Corner to grow corn, but 
by the mid-1960’s we had a place 
where we could build a stand, put 
up a small greenhouse and sheds 
for our equipment and keep some 
chickens.  We could grow crops 
that needed daily attention in fields 
we could walk to from home.

Customers with children asked 
if they could pick berries, see the 
chickens, pet the horses, and the 
word spread.   Since we were (and 
still are) so busy farming, we thought 
we could train a few teachers who 
could then bring their classes on 
their own.  It wasn’t long before 
we realized that the children 
would have a more meaningful 
experience if we did 
the guiding.  

The pattern for the 
tour hasn’t changed 
much over the years.  
The children get a 
short hayride into 

the farm, then walk around with a 
guide for 20 minutes or so, looking 
at whatever crops are still growing, 
visiting the resident chickens, a 
couple of guest pigs, and Lani’s 
horses.  They get to pick out a 
small pumpkin for a souvenir on 
their way out.  For some children, 
the pumpkin is the most exciting 
part of the visit, but we definitely 
do not talk about Halloween or 
candy or costumes – this trip is all 
about being on a real farm.

Most of the children who come 
on these tours are tiny.  For many 
preschoolers this is their first field 
trip and they are pretty excited 
though sometimes dubious about 
climbing on to a wagon full of puffy, 
scratchy hay.   The older 5-7 year 
olds in kindergarten and first grade 
are more actively curious and have 
more questions and commentary, 
though they are still squeamish 
about farm smells and getting close 
to the chickens.  Often we let the 
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Proselytizing, Pumpkins and Preschoolers How Hard Can It Be?
By Hana Newcomb

I was 18 years old and I had 
eaten pumpkin pie made from 
real pumpkins many times.  I told 
my friend Julia that we could do 
it easily – it was just a matter of 
scale.  We were the designated 
Menu Planners that semester 
at Fairchild Co-op at Oberlin, 
so we had already had almost 
two months experience with 
multiplying recipes and planning 
meals for 120.  How hard could 
this be?  I had brought three big 
pumpkins from home after Fall 
Break, and this seemed like a great 
way to use them.

We needed 24 pies – 2 for each 
table.  We got up at 6:20 in the 
morning (remember, we were 
college sophomores, so this was a 
remarkable voluntary effort) to start 
on the pie crusts.  At Fairchild, we 
had no white flour and no white 
sugar, but we had lots of butter 
and honey and oil.  We managed 
to roll out the crusts for all the pies 

before our first classes 
that morning, and we 
stored them in the 
walk-in cooler.

After the dish crew 
had finished with 
the dinner dishes 
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By Hana Newcomb
 I once called Ellen up on a whim 

and asked her, “What are your two 
favorite implements?”  She paused 
for a moment and answered “my 
spader and my bushhog.”  “Me too!  
That was exactly my answer!”  

Most people will never know 
the joy of owning a spader and 
a bushhog.  These are the two 
pieces of farm equipment that can 
quickly convert a distressing vista 

of weeds and chaos into a fluffy, 
smooth field that is ready for new 
seeds or new plants. In the space 
of a few hours, we can reclaim 
our self-esteem as farmers.  The 
bushhog –a giant rotary lawnmower 
mounted on the back of a strong 
tractor – can clear away anything 
that is growing in a field that has 
been cultivated in the past year.  
The spader is a digging machine 
with lots of shovels or perhaps 
with rotary tines, also mounted 
behind a powerful tractor, that 
churns up the organic matter and 
mixes it deep into the soil, leaving 

a nicely prepared surface, all clean 
and gorgeous.

This has been a particularly 
rugged season, with the blazing 
heat and the endless monsoons 
and the stinkbug hordes.  
Whenever there is a break in the 
weather, I find something to mow.  
I regain my balance by creating 
order, even if it is temporary.  It’s 
like vacuuming, but ten times as 
satisfying.  

It is unfortunate that I occasionally 
rip up the plastic deer fence or get 
the mower blades tangled in a 
hidden length of hose, but all of 
that added expense is still worth 
it.  I am lucky to have a supremely 
patient husband who can repair 
almost anything.

If I ever have a home garden 
– maybe when I am a retired 
old farmer – I will need to have 
a spader and a bushhog.   I can’t 
imagine my life without both.  
Oh, and I will definitely need my 
husband as well.
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“Pie,” continued from Page 1What Some Lucky Farmers Do For Therapy
that evening, we took over the 
kitchen again.  The recipe said to 
steam the pumpkin pieces, so we 
chopped up the pumpkins, filling 
several silver bowls with stringy 
pumpkin innards and seeds.  We 
put the chunks of pumpkin in the 
giant pots with the steamers and 
turned on the gas burners.

When the pumpkin was cooked, 
we were supposed to peel it.  This 
turned out to be a long and messy 
job, as the pumpkin was boiling 
hot.  Half an hour into the process, 
the whole stainless steel counter 
was covered with baking pans 
and stainless steel bowls and huge 
sauce pans filled with steaming 
pumpkin mush, some peeled and 
some still cooling.

My friend Julia was not exactly 
like me, although we had some 
important common traits.  We 
were both confident, competent 
in the kitchen, loved to laugh, and 
had spent a few summers together 
on the farm.  We knew each other 
well, but I was still a little afraid 
of saying or doing the wrong 
thing around her – she had a way 
of making me feel like a clumsy 
thinker.  She had a morose streak, 
kind of a moody poetic nature.  I 
was more dependably cheerful and 
not particularly good at analyzing 
my feelings.   This project had 
been my idea and I was beginning 
to see that it was more ambitious 
than I had anticipated.  I kept up 
my upbeat banter – it seemed 
clear that anything else could 
allow for some sort of unwanted 
conflict with Julia.

We were swimming in pumpkin 
mush, and it was much more 
watery than I had hoped.  So 
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children’s interests and level of 
rambunctiousness determine just 
how much information we give 
them.  Sometimes it’s enough just 
to have them experience, discover, 
enjoy (or not)  the uneven ground, 
the different sounds and smells, 
the feel of the air and heat of the 
sun in the greenhouse.

A few years ago, we decided 
to start charging the parent 
chaperones the same $5 fee we 
charge the children, hoping that would cut down the 
number of adults who come on these trips.  They bring 
too many cars, take up a lot of room on the wagon 
and tend to chatter among themselves.  It seemed 
that once they  had to pay, they paid more attention 
to what the guide had to show and talk about, and 
surprisingly more parents signed up to come along.  
And now we have a greater opportunity to share our 
views on our alternative methods to how most of our 
supermarket food is raised – we don’t have to rely on 
the four year olds to remember to tell their parents 
about what they learned about growing food without 

chemical inputs.
In the olden days, we had tours five days a week, 

but now that we are preparing CSA shares Mondays 
through Thursdays, we limit our tour days to just 
three mornings a week.  This means fewer classes 
are able to come.  We now tap into a pool of friends 
and off-farm networks to get volunteers to guide the 
groups to supplement our own staff of workers.  If 
any of you are interested in helping out with this 
worthwhile community effort, let us know and we’ll 
sign you right up. 
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“3 Ps,” continued from Page 1

we tried straining it through a 
colander.  We tried letting it sit 
in the colander and waiting for 
the liquid to drip out.  We tried 
squishing it with our hands and 
squeezing the juice out.

It was getting late and we were 
still just processing the ingredients.  
It was a humorous situation 
but we weren’t even halfway 
done.  We moved over to the 
giant Hobart in the corner.  This 
was before the days of the food 
processor.  We just dumped the 
mush into the huge bowl and 
put the mixing hook on.  Luckily, 
pumpkin pie does not require 
precision, even in extremely large 
batches.  We turned the mixer on 
and added dozens of eggs – Julia 
could crack two eggs in each hand 
simultaneously because she was 

the morning prep person at the big 
dining hall.  I poured in the milk 
and the spices.  It was a heavenly 
mixture.

It’s funny how memory blocks out 
some things and illuminates others, 
so I remember the pumpkin mush 
part much better than the pie crust 
part.  But my journal entry from 
that day says only: “Ended the 
evening ingloriously by forgetting 
the precooking crusts in the oven 
and they burned up.”

So I imagine that we went to bed 
and got up again the next day to 
make more crusts.  My memory 
is that in the end the pies were a 
complete success.  There were two 
pies on each table, there was huge 
applause, and my journal says that 
we made pies for the co-op again 
two more times that semester.  
There are no further comments 

about burning. 
Looking back, the only thing we 

did wrong, other than burning 
the crusts, was to follow the 
recipe instructions that told us 
to steam the pumpkin.  I should 
have known better – I had been 
telling customers to “cut it in half, 
scoop out the insides and bake it 
face down on a cookie sheet until 
fork tender”  for as long as I could 
remember.  

While I can’t recall every vivid 
detail of that night, I do know that 
Julia remembers it as a disaster 
and I remember it warmly.  She 
probably remembers the agony of 
washing all the pots and pans that 
night.  I like thinking about the 
joy of delivering two pies to every 
table, finally.  Sometimes it’s just 
easier to be the one without the 
poetic nature.

“Pie,” continued
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By Becky Crouse
Most years, we drive up to the 

sweet potato field on a sunny 
autumn day. We’re ready: the 
vines have been mowed; the 
tractor is poised at the beginning 
of a row, undercutter in tow; we 
are armed with trucks and ponies, 
ready to haul the sweet potatoes 
up to the greenhouse to cure. 

Most years, one person is on the 
tractor. The driver positions the 
undercutter, which is exactly what 
it sounds like—a machine 
that digs into the earth at 
an angle, cutting under 
the potatoes and raising 
them out of the dirt, and 
then shakes the dirt and 
potatoes through a set of 
tines that act as a sieve 
and leave the potatoes on 
top. Two people follow 
the undercutter, pulling 
plants out of the way 
and capturing the sweet 
potatoes from the top 
of the tines before they 
slip to the back of the 
undercutter and drop 
back into the dirt. They 
toss the potatoes to the 
side. A few more people 
follow them, picking up 
the potatoes, pulling them 
apart and brushing the dirt free, 
and putting them in ponies to take 
away.

This year is not like most years. 
Why? Because 2011 will forever 
be known as The Year of Mud 
Farming.

This year, we started digging 
in the rain, unwilling to wait any 
longer.  We walked to the patch 
with baskets and forks – the road 
was too muddy for the trucks.  The 

next day we were able to pull up 
to the sweet potato field on the 
hay wagon attached to the tractor.  
Later in the week we were able to 
drive a truck up to the field. Those 
sunny days were glorious.

It is too wet to put any machinery 
into the fields. That means we 
didn’t mow. There would be no 
undercutter. This was a completely 
manual operation. 

This year, we assessed those eight 
275-foot rows of sweet potatoes 

with trepidation. Working one or 
two rows at a time, two people cut 
the vines, bending over, searching 
for the main plant and cutting 
away all the extraneous runners 
and vines. They worked down 
the field. Another person or two 
followed with a pitchfork, a shovel, 
or even a pick axe, pushing under 
the plant, under the potatoes, 
and raising them to the surface 
while being careful not to stab the 

potatoes. That person pulled the 
potatoes free, rooting around to 
be sure no stragglers were left in 
the mud, and then moved to the 
next plant. The others followed 
the digger, picking up the potatoes, 
trying to rub the globs of mud from 
the delicate skin, and placing them 
in ponies. Sometimes it seemed we 
were making them dirtier instead 
of more clean. Globs of mud stuck 
to our hands like too-wet bread 
dough. Our knees were suctioned 

into the wet dirt. It was cold 
and damp early in the week 
and became sunny and 
beautiful and slightly more 
dry. It was worth it. Averaging 
29 baskets per row, our sweet 
potato crop will definitely be 
on our success list this year. 

Why the push to get them 
out of the ground? Sweet 
potatoes like a week to ten 
days to cure so their sugars 
set and they become sweet 
and yummy. The longer we 
waited, the less opportunity 
to pass them on to you. 
It was time.  So now the 
sweet potatoes are in the 
greenhouse, soaking up the 
rays, and soon they will be 
ready to eat.

As we have done so often 
in this year of mud (and as we do 
so often in the very fluid life of 
farming), we took what we had 
and made it work. We can’t control 
the weather, and so we find ways 
to work with it. And really, once 
it got sunny, it was kind of nice to 
be out in the fields, crisp air on 
our skin, the sun warm and bright 
above, up to our elbows in dirt, 
just soaking it all in and dreaming 
of sweet potato fries. 

From Mud Balls to Sweet Potatoes
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