
by Hana Newcomb

We were delighted when the 
Road Closed signs finally went up 
on Newcombs Farm Road on June 
1, 2012.  We had been waiting for 
this for years.  But closing the road 
isn’t the ultimate goal – when the 
project is finished, we will have 
reclaimed that half acre strip 
of asphalt and returned it to its 
former glory as garden space.  We 
can’t wait.  

We decided to put that road in 
the middle of our farm when we 
chose to build a community at the 
back corner of the property (see 
my sister Anna’s story on page 
two).  It was the best solution at 
the time, but it was a sacrifice of 
grand proportions.  For the last 13 
years our farm has been bisected 
by a 50 foot wide state highway 
flanked by an over-engineered 
concrete ditch.   The ditch makes 
it very hard to go from one side of 
our farm to the other.

For all those years, we have 
grown lettuce and herbs and 
blackberries just a few feet away 
from a thoroughfare for trash 
trucks, delivery vehicles, and all the 
cars on the way home to Blueberry 
Hill.  Up until a couple of years ago 

I really didn’t mind – it was, after 
all, the only way for my neighbors 
to get home   It was a dead end 
road with a single destination 
and it was the product of a lot of 
dreaming and hard work.

 But everything changed when 
the property on the other end of 
our road got developed.   Because 
no one cared as deeply as the farm 
did about the traffic situation, 
Newcombs Farm Road gradually 
became a through street.  Drivers 
who didn’t even know there was 
a farm or a cohousing community 
discovered this nice little 
serpentine road out in the country 
and began to zoom through.

This made me crazy.  At first I spent 
a lot of energy stopping people, 
educating them, and sometimes 
I even parked tractors across the 
illegal entrance.  My neighbors 
were sympathetic but many of 
them liked the convenience of 
having access to both ends of the 

road.  It was a losing battle.
But luckily we had always 

planned to remove this road if an 
alternative entrance to Blueberry 
Hill became available.  For once, 
we had planned ahead and the 
plan was good.  The plan (really 
a proffer with Fairfax County) has 
always been to “vacate” the road 
and take it out.   The work will be 
done by the developer next door, 
which is why we are still waiting, 
but we have reason to hope that it 
will actually happen by the end of 
this season.

So, I know this road closure has 
been an inconvenience to many 
of you (and I have heard about it, 
believe me).  But in this case, I am 
more interested in the long term 
health and happiness of the farm 
than I am in providing a paved 
path for everyone else.  This is an 
issue of sustainability.  The road 
became more of a liability than an 
asset, and that is never sustainable.
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PVF History — A Dream of Community Comes True: Eighth in a 12-Part Series
by guest contributor Anna Newcomb Bradford

By the time Hana and I were growing our own families 
on the farm in the early ‘90s, we were fully acclimated 
to the idea of living in community. Our childhood had 
been a mix of family, farming, community dinners, 
college students, and wholesale customers seamlessly 
integrated into what we knew as everyday life. We’d 
never experienced life-as-separate-from-others in the 
way many of our Northern Virginian neighbors did, so 
when we were introduced to the concept of cohousing 
(www.cohousing.org), it was a natural project for us to 
take on.

What we really wanted was a life that allowed our 
children to grow up together without having to make 
special arrangements to get together. We wanted to 
share cooking responsibilities and to be able to eat 
together – it just seemed silly for each of us to have to 
cook every night, and for each family to have to wrestle 
with the kids while managing dinner. We wanted to be 
able to raise these children on the farm, and, if possible, 
share this vision with other families who would enjoy 
co-living. Cohousing put that all together for us, and all 
we had to do was follow the process described to us 
in the book, “Cohousing: A Contemporary Approach to 
Housing Ourselves.”

Hana and I, along with our mother and husbands, 
agreed that we would pursue this dream to create a 
community and preserve the family farm at the same 
time. We began to have meetings with other interested 
people in the early ‘90s, envisioning first a community 
in the beautiful PVF West location. In 1994 we realized 
that we really wanted to raise our children where we 
currently lived and had grown up, so we moved our 
planning to the PVF East location.

It turns out that building a community, cohousing-
style, is a time consuming endeavor. Cohousers do 
everything by consensus – they have learned that this 
process invites the most creative thinking, generates 
active participation, and results in most people feeling 
proud, connected, and supportive of the product. It also 
requires a lot of meetings. We met first to brainstorm our 
visions (good food, functional houses, interdependent 
lives, healthy active farm next door) and to figure out 
how to translate those into buildings and open space. 
We met to figure out who we needed to hire to get this 

done (architects, engineers, builders, bankers, lawyers) 
and who we needed to entice to join us. We held open 
houses every month for years – educating anyone who 
would listen to us about the concept and process, and 
inviting them to join us. We held planning meetings 
several times each month throughout the ‘90s with 
those we’d attracted to join us, and we worked on 
the details. The legal, logistical, financial, and cultural 
implications seemed infinite. 

We all shared the dream of collaborative, yet 
independent living. And beyond that, the Newcomb 
family wanted to be sure that the farm would be able 
to continue to function and grow, independent of, and 
appreciated by the neighboring community. The farm 
sold Blueberry Hill LLC (BBH) a hilly, wooded, mostly un-
farmable 7-acre section of the farm for the 20 houses we 
planned to build. The legally savvy among us figured 
out a way to transfer all the remaining development 
rights from the 20 contiguous acres of PVF East to BBH, 
rendering the remaining farmland undevelopable and 
useless to real estate prospectors. 

By December of 2000, the first house was completed, 
and Hana and I moved into our homes right next door 
to each other, each with our husbands and 3 children. 
For over a decade our children had two homes to 
sleep in, play in, and forage in for food. We have our 
Common House for community dinners, communing 
with the neighbors, and for parties.  It turns out that 
this community has provided a flexible, grounded 
environment for our extended and extending family 
through illness, retirement, divorce, and for nearly-
independent children enjoying a soft landing after 
college. While Daddy did not specifically envision 
this intentional community in his utopia-community-
urban-suburban –farm dream, it’s sure what has made 
sense for his family. We look forward to watching how 
BBH and PVF take on the next decade of family changes.



by Michael Lipsky

Farmers and gardeners are inherently curious, eager 
to find ways to increase yields, improve quality or 
reduce effort.   Or just to see if they can do something 
new and different.  Last March several of us began to 
study articles on the internet that potatoes could be 
grown with good results in used tires or other open 
sided stackable containers.   The articles promised 
superior harvests.   

The accounts recommended that the grower place 
seed potatoes in a tire or other container, and cover 
them with dirt.  After the stalks of the plants appeared, 
the grower would add another tire or box, filling in 
with dirt around the growing plant.   After the plant 
had grown up through that layer, another layer could 
be added, and so on.  

According to the articles, the yield would be higher 
because potatoes would grow all along the buried 
stalks.  If the stalks were 18 inches high, in other 
words, the potatoes growing along them would be 
much more bounteous than if the stalks were only six 
inches high.  That was the theory.  (Potatoes are usually 
grown in the field from sprouting seed potatoes in 
beds, placed a foot or so apart in the field.   When the 
plants reach a certain size soil is mounded around the 
plants to increase soil depth by several inches.)

For containers we scavenged frames from an 
abandoned bee yard down the hill from our house.   
Hana put together two sets of boxes next to her 
house; I worked on seven sets near the greenhouse.  
The boxes were about 1.5 to 2 feet, and open at the 
top and bottom.    

For seed potatoes we scrounged odds and ends of 
sprouting potatoes from our kitchens.  We laid them 
in the bottom of the frames, and covered them with 
a mixture of compost and potting soil.   I used 6 to 8 
potatoes in each box.  

When the sprouting potatoes had grown above the 
soil layers, I added a mix of compost and used potting 
soil, and an additional frame.  After adding still another 
frame, the potatoes were growing in about 18 inches 
of soil.  The plants seemed very vigorous, growing two 
or more feet above the soil in their boxes.  They died 
back in August, more or less on schedule.  I harvested 
last week.  

The results were not spectacular.  Four of the boxes 
yielded three and four pounds—good but not great.  
Three yielded less than 1.3 lbs., distinctly less than 
one might get from potatoes growing in the field.  

Many variables could have contributed to the size 
of the yields.  The boxes with the fewest potatoes did 
not get as much sun as the others.  Using random 
potatoes from the kitchen may have lowered the 
yield.  I also used fairly rich compost, which may have 
encouraged the plants to produce a lot of foliage, but 
restricted potato production.  

The most interesting finding from this crude 
experiment was that there were hardly any potatoes 
in the highest strata of the boxes.  There was no 
evident support for the theory that gave rise to the 
experiment: that potatoes would grow all along the 
buried stalks.   

I’ve stored the beehive frames.  Next year I’d like 
to start with healthy seed potatoes and place every 
potato box in full sun.  For half of the boxes I’ll add 
as many layers as the growth of the potato stalks will 
permit.  For the other half I’ll use only a single layer.  

Look for a report in Farm Notes next year around 
this time.  
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Growing Potatoes in Boxes or Used Tires: You Can Try This at Home  



What’s Happening in Becky’s Kitchen?
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It’s Summer, and I’m Freezing
by Becky Crouse

I do my best to preserve as much 
food as I can through the summer 
months. Sometimes it takes the 
form of canning—tomatoes, salsa, 
dilly beans, pickles, jalapenos, 
applesauce, pears. Sometimes it 
means enjoying the whir of the 
dehydrator for days on end—basil, 
oregano, thyme, rosemary, bay, 
sage, mint. Often it means stocking 
my freezer, one small batch of 
something at a time. 

Freezing can be an easy 
undertaking. Often, the amount 
of time spent on a project can be 
spread out over days, weeks, or the 
whole season. It’s easy to roast one 
tray of tomatoes and toss them in 
the freezer, or blanch one serving 
of beans. Plus, I just like some 
foods better frozen than canned. 
Here are some of my favorites: 

Berries: Core, if needed. Slice, if 
desired. Lay flat on a cookie sheet 
and freeze until frozen. Transfer to 
freezer bags to store.

Broccoli and Cauliflower: Cut 
into bite-sized pieces, blanch for 
2 minutes, completely drain and 
cool, pack into bags, store flat in 
the freezer until frozen, then stack 
them up for better storage. 

Cabbage: Cut out the core, cut 
the cabbage into wedges or shred 
it, then blanch for 3-4 minutes in 
boiling water. Drain, pat dry, and 
cool. Store in ziploc bags in the 
freezer. Frozen cabbage is great for 
soups, stews and casseroles.

Eggplant: Wash and peel the 
eggplant. Slice into 1/3” slices. Add 
½ cup of lemon juice to each gallon 

of water you boil for blanching. 
Blanch for 4 minutes. Cool, drain, 
and either make breaded cutlets 
and freeze, or freeze as is. 

Green Beans: Trim your beans, 
blanch them for 3 minutes, then 
dry them and pack them in quart 
sized freezer bags in the quantities 
of your choosing.

Greens: Steam for 2 minutes. 
Either transfer to a cookie sheet 
and place I the freezer until frozen 
(then transfer to freezer bags) 
or squeeze out all the excess 
water and place in freezer bags in 
serving-size bricks. They’re great 
for smoothies, soups, and stews.

Herbs: Basil, chives, tarragon 
and mint do very well frozen in 
useful portions. You can cut them 
when they come out of the freezer. 
Wash and dry your herbs. Remove 
the leaves and spread them on a 
cookie sheet. Place in freezer until 
frozen, then transfer to freezer 
bags. Or, half fill an ice cube tray 
with water, chop your herbs, 
place herbs in each cube until full. 
Freeze, then transfer herb cubes 
to a freezer bag. Option three is 
to chop your herbs. Mix about 1/3 
cup of oil with 2 cups of herbs.  
Olive oil would work well with this.  
Then freeze in the ice cube trays.  

Onions: Slice them and place 
them in freezer bags.

Peppers: Halve peppers, remove 
the core and seeds, and slice 
into julienne strips or small 1/4” 
chunks. Pack them into a freezer 
bag, squeeze out the air and throw 
them in the freezer.

Pesto: Make your pesto, minus 
the cheese. Place globs on a cookie 

sheet and place in the freezer until 
frozen. Transfer to a freezer bag to 
store. Add the cheese when you 
thaw it to eat.

Potatoes: Mashed potatoes 
freeze like a champ. Just make up 
an extra big batch and freeze the 
extras in serving sized portions. 
Thaw and use!

Summer Squash: If you’re looking 
to save it for baking later, shred the 
squash, put it in a colander and 
press to remove the water. Measure 
it into one-cup portions and place 
them on a rimmed baking sheet 
like haystacks. Freeze, then remove 
from the pan and layer them in a 
bag or jar with parchment between 
the portions. If you’re looking to 
use it for cooking later, cut it into 
half-inch slices, blanch it in a pot 
of boiling water for three minutes, 
transfer it to a bowl of ice water to 
cool, drain it, and bag it.

Tomatoes: Tomatoes can be 
frozen in most any state. You 
can place whole tomatoes in the 
freezer in a bag to process later. 
The skins will slip right off when 
they thaw. I like roasting tomatoes 
(cut in half, cut side down on an 
olive-oiled baking sheet) at 200 
degrees for about 4 hours. Once 
cooled, the skins and cores pull 
right off and the tomatoes can be 
put in freezer bags. You can also 
freeze tomato paste, soup, sauce… 

Winter Squash and Pumpkin: 
Roast or stem your squash until 
fork tender. Cool, remove the skin, 
mash, and pack in serving size 
containers for freezing. You can 
also puree the squash with a hand 
blender and then freeze. 


