
by Hannah Marie Smith

Last summer was my 
first time farming. Three 
days after graduation I 
left New England and its 
comfortable summers 
to dig in the ground, 
under the hot sun, next 
to snakes and strangers. 
My parents must have 
thought I had knocked 
something loose during 
my final semester. But 
my grades were great 
and I looked fine so 
they shrugged, offered 
encouragement, and 
asked me to call every so 
often. 

Looking back neither 
of us had any idea of 
how the experience 
would impact me. After 
six months on the farm, 
with a break in August, 
I felt pretty good. I had 
made some great friends, 
learned a lot about 
vegetables, and picked 
more food than I’ll ever 
be able to eat in my life. 
Most of all I learned that 
I liked farming, not just in 
theory but in practice. At 
the end of the season I 
knew that I could handle 
manual labor, five days 

a week, and it actually 
made me happy. Because 
I felt positive about last 
season way It was pretty 
easy to come back.

This season I came 
back earlier, arriving mid 
March when the ground 
was still cold and getting 
dressed in the morning 
was tricky business. I 
had to wear enough 
layers to stay warm in 
the wind on the way to 
the greenhouse. Once 
in the heated plastic 
covered solar trap it was 
important to strip off 
wool, and fleece, and 
long-johns. If anyone 
opened the door or 

raised the sides of the 
hot house sweat turned 
ice cold and wool hats 
went back on. 

During March and 
April I got to familiarize 
myself with the crops 
and varieties we would 
be tucking into the 
ground as soon as the 
rain stopped. Thousands 
of seeds went from 
pouches, to trays, to 
germination fridges, to 
tables, and back into 
larger flats once they 
had grown enough. 
Greenhouse work was 
pleasant and the sight of 
tiny baby plants rustling 
under the fans really 

made me believe in 
possibility and growth. 
It wasn’t all babies 
and sunshine though. 
Working with a smaller 
crew, plenty of time is 
spent doing “other” 
tasks such as digging 
out the pond’s drain, 
re-painting the farm 
house living room, and 
mulching the perennial 
beneficial flower strip. 
Mixing compost into 
potting soil is also a dirty 
and heavy task.

Despite the less 
glamorous work I was 
glad that I had returned 
earlier. It gave me the 
chance to learn proper 
watering and notice 
differences in growth 
and hardiness amongst 
varieties. As a group we 
tested out the addition 
of Biochar (burnt organic 
matter) into our potting 
soil mix. We saw a 
noticeable improvement 
in the health of the 
plants that got it. Now 
we almost always 
include Biochar into our 
greenhouse soil recipe. 

Once the rain stopped 
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Jess and Hannah and Ellen mucking out the drain 
pipe in the pond in March, glued shut by beavers 
in the winter.



by Michael Lipsky 

I first visited Mariette and PVF in 
1994, introduced by mutual friends.  
We were married eight years later.  
People often ask us what a farmer 
could have in common with a New 
York born-and-bred city boy.   I 
explain that I knew nothing of 
farming, but I did know something 
about growing vegetables.     

Starting in 1971 and for several 
years after, I made a large garden 
with my father-in-law at my in-laws’ 
home in Mason, New Hampshire.    
While Mac’s idea for improving the 
soil was to dump a load of horse 
manure on the garden and then 
spread it around, I was interested 
in organic gardening as described in 
the captivating books of J.I. Rodale.   

Rodale was the great popularizer 
of organic methods.  His three 
tomes on organic gardening, How 
to Grow Vegetables and Fruits by 
the Organic Method (1959); The 
Encyclopedia of Organic Gardening 
(1959); and The Complete Book 

of Composting (1960), were the 
bibles of a generation of organic 
gardeners.  Rodale also published 
a popular monthly, Organic 
Gardening, and founded a farm and 
research institute in Pennsylvania 
that thrive to this day.  

Along with the Whole Earth 
Catalog, Mother Earth News, and 
the writings of Scott and Helen 
Nearing (who moved off the grid 
in the 1930s and wrote about living 
simply in Vermont and Maine), 
Rodale’s work helped power the 
back-to-the-land movement of the 
1960s and 1970s.  

Following Rodale, I was interested 
in making compost.  Leaves, garden 
weeds and kitchen scraps were the 
ingredients at hand.  In those years I 
would even haul to New Hampshire 
bags of leaves left at curbside in the 
fall in our neighborhood outside 
Boston.  Coals to Newcastle, I know-
-but they were already bagged, and 
I had a compost pile to build.  

Rodale’s satisfying message was 
and still is that vegetables will thrive 

if they receive what they essentially 
need: fertile soil, plenty of water 
and sunshine, and relief from 
competition from other plants.   To 
be an organic gardener was to be at 
one with nature, not fighting it. 

In the early 1970s, organic 
gardening was a way of being in 
the world that went along with 
heating with your own cured and 
stacked wood, canning tomatoes, 
making bread and yogurt at home, 
and embracing natural childbirth 
despite the opposition of hospitals 
and most obstetricians.   

Rodale also sketched a vision 
of a society in which growers and 
some businesses were connected 
to one another outside the market 
economy.  In Rodale’s charmed 
world, manufacturers welcomed 
farmers and gardeners who would 
take waste off their hands, saving 
them the cost of disposal.   

Rodale encouraged organic 
growers to build their compost piles 
with spent hay, poultry bedding, 
autumn leaves and horse and cow 
manure—materials that are still 
reasonably available in rural areas.  
But he also urged growers to seek 
out, very likely without charge, 
sawdust and wood shavings from 
lumber yards; apple pomace from 
cider mills; beet wastes from 
sugar manufacturers; blood and 
bone meal from slaughterhouses; 
buckwheat hulls from flour mills; 
cottonseed meal from cooking 
oil producers; fish scraps from 
canners; leather dust from tanners; 
pea, potato and rice residue from 
food processors; tobacco wastes 
from cigarette makers; wool wastes 
from textile mills.  

Rodale’s most intriguing 
suggestion for compost material 
was human hair, with its high 
nitrogen content.  Six or seven 
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pounds of hair, he 
explained, had as much 
nitrogen as 100 to 200 
pounds of manure.   I’ve 
never asked a barber to 
save hair sweepings for 
me; maybe someday I will.    

In Rodale’s world 
manufacturing with 
organic materials takes 

place just down the 
road, where the residues 
from processing await 
the composter  with a 
pickup truck who asks for 
them.  “Page through the 
classified section of your 
telephone directory,” he 
advises.  “Make a list of a 
few promising firms…”  

The ethic of using the 

discards of others has 
always been practiced 
at Potomac Vegetable 
Farms.  Landscapers with 
leaves and truckers with 
loads of gravel bring them 
to the farm in Vienna 
rather than take them 
to the dump and pay a 
fee.  A friend who works 
at Trader Joe’s brings 

us containers from the 
trash.  In November we 
give unsold pumpkins to 
a local farmer to feed his 
cows.  

These transactions 
feel right, but pale in 
comparison to the 
integrated rural economy 
sketched by Rodale 55 
years ago. 
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Farmers in the Slow Lane
by Hana Newcomb 

Forty years ago, when I was 16, I 
told my father – in all seriousness 
– that I would be glad to drive out 
to the Loudoun farm every single 
morning of the summer, and I 
would never complain about it.  I 
was a new driver and it was fun to 
go thirty miles west at dawn, driving 
a truck on the open road. Most of 
the time the fog was thick over the 
fields on each side of the road, and 
we couldn’t really see the big black 
steer that were grazing on the 
land owned by Virginia Beef, but 
we knew they were there.  Every 
morning a group of us arrived in the 
cornfield at 6 AM.  We picked corn 
for a few hours, filled the truck, and 
arrived back at the home farm in 
Vienna by 9:00. Often one or two 
of the workers would sleep on top 
of the pile of corn in the back of the 
truck for the 45 minute ride.

That would never work anymore.  
There is no way we could get back to 
the Vienna farm by 9 AM.  The traffic 
is stopped for miles on Leesburg 
Pike, starting at about 6:30 and 
lasting until 9:30.  Commuters sit 
in stopped traffic all the way from 
West Virginia to DC five days a week.

Nowadays we plan our trips 
between the farms to avoid rush 
hour, both ways.  We can only go 
west in the morning and we can 
only go east in the evening.  Luckily 
we don’t pick corn anymore so 
we don’t have to race home.  We 

can spend the whole day on the 
Loudoun farm and cruise home in 
the evening, with a loaded vehicle.  
I drive past a sea of westbound 
cars, stopped outside of Leesburg, 
stopped in Sterling, and stopped 
east of the Reston turn-off.

I consider traffic to be one of the 
biggest threats to our longevity 
as a farm, in its current form.  If 
customers can’t get to us, we can’t 
trade dollars for tomatoes at our 
Leesburg Pike stand.  When we 
decided to have a CSA distribution 
day on Sundays, there was an 
avalanche of interest.  The Sunday 
group continues to grow, while the 
midweek groups are much smaller.  
The window of opportunity for us 
to do our CSA deliveries is tight – 
we fill the van and roll out by noon, 
so we can get back off the roads 
before 3:30 if we are lucky.

It seems amazing that we used 
to drive tractors on Leesburg Pike, 
all the way to Lewinsville Road and 
up Springhill Road to our rented 

fields in McLean.  My father used 
to tow a corn planter with the 1948 
Farmall H, four miles to the Corn 
Place, on the same roads as all 
the commuters.  It was disruptive, 
having a tractor wobbling along at 
20 mph, but it was possible.  

Next year, the Virginia Department 
of Transportation is planning to 
start moving utilities so they can 
widen the highway in front of our 
farm to six lanes.  In five years they 
will widen the road.  I can’t say for 
sure what will happen, but it seems 
obvious that there will then be 
three lanes of stopped traffic at the 
end of our driveway every morning.

We know it is a little crazy to stay 
here, but the traffic in Loudoun is 
just as bad, and this is home for my 
family.  We will continue to tinker 
with our business model, as we have 
for almost 55 years.  Sometimes we 
joke about the looping exit ramp 
that will come to the stand, with a 
big green sign saying Bean Patch 
Way.

8:01 AM in the eastbound lane of Route 7.



it felt a lot more like last year and 
things fell into a rhythm. Some 
things are different though. Most 
of the crew is new, bringing 
different ideas, personalities, 
skills, and field chatter. But the 
land, plants, and barn are still 
familiar. The tasks have also come 
back with more ease and comfort. 
Bending down, and up, and down 
with baskets and crates is easier. I 
have no doubt this is due to muscle 
memory and a reserve of biceps 
strength that thankfully didn’t 
melt away during the winter. I’m 
also faster at picking and “farm” 
thinking. PVF lingo isn’t as foreign. 
I even get to help some others 

learn what a “Wub” is or how to 
pick, wash, and pack chard. They 
also let me drive the tractors now, 
but that’s for another newsletter. 

Overall there is something about 
coming back to the same place to 
work on something that always 
moves in cycles. Being back it just 
feels calmer. Last year if I wanted 
to be any help at all it was so 
important to be 100% focused on 
the task at hand, and only the task 
at hand. Now I’m worrying less 
and working faster with greater 
ease and peace of mind. Lately I’ve 
been trying to harvest this peace 
of mind. Planting little seeds in 
the way I talk to co-workers, treat 
customers at market, and spend 

time not farming. Returning has 
also made me more motivated 
to utilize the perks of living on a 
15 acre vegetable farm. I’ve been 
drying perennial herbs, picking 
extra blueberries, and eating 
tons of squash. I also have more 
questions to ask and the answers 
make more sense. Such as “Why 
do we use certain cover crop?” or 
“How is our compost made?”

With more curiosity, less stress, 
and better stamina I’ve been 
lifting my head up from the ground 
more often and noticing all of the 
great work that we are doing as a 
team. It is those moments that I 
appreciate most this second time 
around.

by Ellen Polishuk 

In organic farming, we 
have a limited number 
of tools to deal with 
insect problems. We 
have biological controls 
including natural sprays 
and using one bug or 
microbe against another. 
We have barrier methods, 
like using floating row 
cover to physically keep 
insects off our plants. 
And, of course, we can 
pick them off by hand 
and squish them. There 
are some cases where we 
use an avoidance tactic 
by planting when we are 
pretty sure the pest insect 
will not be around. 

In the case of the 
family of plants called 
the Brassicas (family 
Brassicaceae), which we 

grow lots of (cabbage, 
kale, broccoli, arugula, 
radish, etc) there is one 
insect that can really get 
out of hand – harlequin 
bugs. They are a true 
bug (order Hemiptera), 
meaning a beetle like 
insect with a hard shell 
covering wings. They are 
closely related to stink 

bugs. They have “piercing 
sucking mouthparts” 
and can really do a lot of 
damage to the leaves. 
They are difficult to kill 
with a spray as they have 
hard shells and can fly far. 

We learned from our 
friends at One Straw Farm 
that one way to keep 
them from getting too 

bad is to make sure NOT 
to have any host brassica 
plants for a period of 
time. They chose the 
month of July. That way, 
a nice early crop of spring 
brassicas can be grown 
and harvested. Then July 
comes, and all plants have 
to get sold or turned into 
the soil. Once July is over, 
it’s time to transplant 
the fall crop of cabbage, 
kale, cauliflower etc. The 
harlequin bugs finding 
no tasty plants during 
July fly away in search of 
brassicas elsewhere. 

We are a little late 
this year (it was a late 
spring), but have now 
finally picked or killed all 
the brassica plants on 
both farms. Time for the 
brassica-free month of 
July to begin!
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