
by Becky Crouse Durst

The farm stand is both a dying and up-and-coming 
trend. The old style farm stands seem to be dying 
off, unable to compete with the big box stores 
selling farm-fresh produce. Meanwhile, the new age 
of farm stands are booming. I’m talking about the 
local markets that sell more than just one category 
of goods. I’m talking about the sweetly decorated 
and brightly painted stores with eye-catching signs 
to lure folks in. I’m talking about the stands that also 
offer a cup of local coffee, or prepared foods made 
with local ingredients. 

We at Potomac Vegetable Farms we are so very 
proud to be one of the exceptions. We, along with 
some of our best farm friends, have just been 
featured on FoodWaze as one of “15 Awesome Farm 
Stores and Farm Stands.” (http://foodwazeblog.
com/15-awesome-farm-stores-and-farm-stands/) 
Foodwaze.com is a website/blog with the mission of 
promoting real food as the healthiest choice for you 
and your family.

The article accompanying the list is fantastic. They 
say, “We’ve identified 15 in Virginia that we think are 
definitely a quality experience, and well worth the 
effort. We say ‘effort’ because few of them are as 
convenient as your local farmers market. Indeed, many 
are way off the beaten path. We think this makes them 
all the more alluring, given the natural beauty that 
often surrounds them.

“The most important quality these stores and stands 
all have in common is the superiority of their food. Not 
all farm stores and stands are created equal by any 
means. Similar to the food industry in general, there’s 
plenty of masquerading and false marketing in the 
‘farm store business.’ Anyone can pretty much open a 
market and call it a farm store.

“There’s no fabrication here. Every farm on this list is 
producing the highest quality food using the principles 

of regenerative agriculture.”
The article goes on to point out that every stand or 

store listed is actually on the farm it represents. The 
transparency of an operation where you can look out 
and see what you’re buying and talk with whom you 
are buying it from is essential in an age of ambiguous 
or misleading food labels and sources.

We rarely talk about our stands, which are closing 
in a couple of weeks, but they have definitely felt 
the passing of the era of purchasing vegetables at 
the farm. Our stands are now so out of place that 
people often don’t know what to make of them. The 
Vienna stand is particularly strange in its location 
and most people have no idea that it is actually on 
the farm when they come to shop. The stands are 
not booming, but they are holding their own. And 
they represent the decades of our commitment to 
sustainably growing good food.  Each of our stands 
has a loyal following, with customers who have 
shopped here for generations, and we are so glad 
about that!

Vol. 17 No. 11

Farm Notes
CSA Newsletter

October 23 - 27, 2016

Potomac Vegetable Farms
www.potomacvegetablefarms.com

(703) 759-2119 ... Vienna
(540) 882-3885 ... Purcellville

Farm To Customer: Beyond the Farmers’ Market



by Katherine Collins  

Last fall, I made a 
difficult decision: to 
leave my position at 
PVF and take on a new 
challenge. Arcadia 
Center for Sustainable 
Food and Agriculture 
was hiring a production 
manager for a new 
2-acre vegetable farm 
in Alexandria, VA and 
I was honored to be 
selected for the job. 

There were many 
reasons to stay on staff 
at PVF. I had learned 
so much from the 
owners of the farm 
business and felt that I 
still had volumes to go. 
They taught me how 
to properly operate a 
tractor, how to think 
through the efficiency 
of completing a task 
and most notably 
how to deal with 
unexpected issues as 
they arise. Work-life 
balance was always a 
priority. Hana insisted 
that we pursue our 
hobbies outside of 
farm work.  We worked 
hard but in a smart, 
organized way in order 
to avoid becoming 
“martyr farmers” 
toiling away in the 
fields from sun-up to 
sun-down. Setting life 
lessons aside, coming 
to work every day was 
fun. At PVF, I found a 
work atmosphere that 
was approachable for 
people with a range 
of experience and 
interest in agriculture. 
The other employees 
were interesting to 

work with and we 
had delicious weekly 
potlucks to boot. 

Still, I had a nagging 
desire to take on this 
opportunity to build 
a farm from scratch 
and to try my hand at 
managing an operation 
on my own. Plus, I grew 
up in Washington, 
DC and wanted to 
be more connected 
to the food system 
work being done to 
make local, fresh food 
options available to a 
wider population. The 
produce that I grow at 
Arcadia with the help 
of interns, volunteers 
and military veterans 
transitioning into the 
field of agriculture goes 
to Arcadia’s Mobile 
Market where it is sold 
along with meats, eggs, 
yogurt and produce 
from other area farms. 
The mission of the 
program is to improve 
access to healthy, 
affordable food in low-
income, food-insecure 
communities. Our 
markets accept all forms 
of payment, including 
food assistance 
benefits (SNAP, WIC, 
etc); doubling the 
purchasing power of 
food assistance benefits 
through a “Bonus 
Bucks” program; and 
providing educational 
resources for how to 
prepare the market’s 
offerings in nutritious, 
cost-effective, simple, 
delicious ways.

The season has been 
far from easy but it 
has been a privilege 

to have farm mentors 
like Carrie, Hiu, Hana 
and Ellen to turn to 
whenever issues arise. 
Ellen tipped me off to a 
more affordable source 
of cover crop seed in 
the area. Hiu gave me 
advice on greenhouse 
temperatures. Carrie 
kept me posted on 
the perfect timing 
for a fall planting of 
spinach (too early and 
those seeds just won’t 
germinate!). And Hana 
has answered far more 
than her fair share of 
frantic texts: “Do you 
worry about squash 
vine borer?” “What 
size jack do you think 
I need to change a 
tire on this van?” “Is 
it too hot to use row 
cover in the middle of 
summer?” Having that 
support network has 
been invaluable and it 
has made me feel less 
alone when making 
tough decisions.

I’ve learned a ton 
on my own as well. 
It was the first time 
that I put a crop plan 
that I had written into 
action, the first time 
that I was in charge 
of the purchasing all 

of the seeds, fertilizer 
and supplies for an 
operation, the first 
time I had sited where 
new fields would go 
and the first time I 
participated in the 
construction of a hoop 
house. Water was 
also a huge area of 
learning. Unlike PVF, 
I didn’t have access 
to a well. In order to 
irrigate, I have been 
pumping from Dogue 
Creek, a tributary of 
the Potomac River, 
which borders the 
property. I had to learn 
about the necessary 
permitting, the correct 
pressure and flow 
needed to supply 
our drip irrigation, 
the appropriate gas-
powered pump to 
buy, the maintenance 
needed to keep it 
running and the 
process for priming 
and operating the 
machine. I also helped 
Arcadia purchase its 
first tractor. Since 
the purchase, I have 
also been learning 
about how to properly 
maintain it so there are 
no melt-downs when a 
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Training Wheels Off!

Katherine on the tractor she helped to select.

continued on page 3



by Hana Newcomb

Last week we had our first frost. 
It was a clear, still night with no 
cloud blanket to protect us.  By 
dawn the thermometer said it 
was 35 degrees on the Loudoun 
farm and there was ice on the 
windshields of the vehicles and 
there were white patches on the 
grass and the squash plants turned 
black and lay down for good. 
Hallelujah.  And yet, the peppers 
and eggplant were tall enough to 
miss the coldest air and the bean 
plants only got a glancing blow.  
It was a frost that stayed low 
to the ground, a first touch.  Car 
windshields always freeze – they 
can’t hold any warmth when they 
are parked out in the open.

We are often mystified by 
those light frosts, when the 
thermometer doesn’t actually get 
down to 32.  But the fact is, cold 
air just sinks and warm air goes 
up and up. If there are no clouds 
or trees to hold the warm air in, 
away it goes, and down comes 
the cold air.  It can be several 
degrees colder on the ground 
than at waist level. We have a lot 
of moisture in the air at this time 
of year. When we reach the dew 
point, that brings the water out 
of the air and the dew freezes on 
those vulnerable leaves.  When I 
am driving in the dark on my golf 
cart, coming back home from the 
stand, I go through several of 
these pockets of cold air and they 

are always in the same places.  It 
is always, always colder on the 
Loudoun farm than the Vienna 
farm because there are so many 
trees and buildings holding in the 
heat in suburbia.  

There was a time in the past when 
frost was a momentous occasion. 
It meant the end of tomatoes and 
everything that defined summer.  
This year the tomatoes mostly 
ended themselves after that 
blast furnace of August – they 
pretty much called it quits by the 
beginning of September.  There 
was a time in the past when we 
ran around trying to protect the 
tender plants, trying to extend 
the season past that first dip into 

the next season.  This year we just 
didn’t have time to worry about 
it, and most of summer was dead 
already.  We had already stepped 
into autumn.

Now we grow many crops that 
don’t mind a frosty night.  In fact, 
some of them do better with a 
touch of ice.  Kale and collards 
get much sweeter and nicer to 
eat.  Radishes and turnips don’t 
notice those gentle drops in 
temperature.  Lettuce is oblivious 
until it gets into the 20s.

On Friday morning I started 
picking zinnias just before the sun 
cleared the horizon, and my bare 
fingers suddenly knew that frost 
had arrived. I looked at the ground 
that had been wet with dew just 
moments before, and there were 
white patches on the grass. I 
don’t remember being present 
for the arrival of frost before, but 
it happened again the very next 
day when I was picking arugula at 
dawn. How can I have missed this 
for all these decades?  These are 
very light frosts, they hardly hurt 
a thing, like early contractions at 
the beginning of the birth process.  
We are building toward the big 
one, when we wake up and the ice 
is so thick that the greens will be 
bruised if we try to cut them, and 
we have to wait until it melts.

This is the sort of thing we 
farmers ponder, even after so 
many years of living through 
these cycles.  Weather is endlessly 
fascinating to us.
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When Frost Is Not the End

Hana picking some of the last 
zinnias of the year, after the first 
light frost but before the big one.

motor is needed most 
to get a big job done. 

All in all the season 
has been a success. 
We’ve grown well 
over 7000 pounds 
of produce which 
has been distributed 
through our mobile 

market program and 
area food pantry 
programs. We’ve had 
over 100 volunteers 
who have all gained a 
deeper understanding 
for what it takes to 
grow produce in 
an ecological way 
in the mid-Atlantic. 
I’ve grown a lot as 

a manager too; I’ve 
learned more about 
how to explain a task, 
how to understand 
the needs of other 
people on the farm, 
how to think long-term 
and how to break up 
a task into digestible 
pieces for a group 
of people. Having 

had the opportunity 
to learn from and to 
stay connected to a 
group of farmers who 
have done all of those 
things (and more!) for 
a collective 100+ years, 
has made my first 
year farming “on my 
own” that much more 
manageable. 

cont. from page 2



by Michael Bradford 

I don’t approve of the 
way we grow cherry 
tomatoes. Our system 
involves running a high 
tension wire above a 
row of plants and tying 
them vertically to the 
wire so they grow up 
instead of out. The end 
result is a lovely quaint 
structure that Hana 
loves putting near our 
stand or along our roads 
as an advertisement 
for our beauty. But the 
construction of this 
seemingly simple system 
involves about a dozen 
different materials and 
steps, each of which 
have to be crafted and 
integrated just right or 
else the entire structure 
will snap or sag or just 
never get up. At this 
point I prefer to do this 
job alone so I don’t have 
to resent the person 
that’s helping me. 

I just finished pulling 
up metal posts from one 
of these cherry tomato 
fields. I remember telling 
another worker to put 
in these 20 posts this 
spring, and after she 
took an entire morning 
pounding these posts 
to the precise height in 
ground that seemed to 
mostly be gravel I had 
to pull out most of them 
and redo them because 
they weren’t quite in line 

with each other. After 
a season in the ground 
they seemed stuck in 
cement and i just spent 
an hour bouncing on 
this tool, trying not to 
actually verbalize my 
admonishment of the 
posts for their lack of 
respect for my goals.

Half way through 
I noticed one of my 
knuckles was bleeding, a 
flap of skin hanging off. I 
have no idea how exactly 
it happened but as much 
as I want to blame the 

posts of course it’s my 
fault. I was reminded of a 
time stringing up normal 
tomatoes, wrestling 
with noncompliant vines 
until their disrespect 
was just too much and in 
my indignation I tugged 
hard on the twine, 
cutting through several 
vines. The plants would 
be fine but my job is to 
cultivate growth, not 
cut it back, so of course 
my anger came to a 
bit of an unreasonable 
conclusion. Those old 

severed vines and my 
currently bleeding 
knuckle is a reminder of 
how easy it is to confuse 
the point and lose 
myself.

Of course I’m not 
angry at the posts or 
the vines, they do what 
they will do, I’m angry at 
the people in charge of 
these decisions and the 
proper implementation 
(which includes myself). 
Whatever the case there 
is the potential for a 
better situation from 
this feeling if I manage 
to reflect on it and 
communicate properly. 
(Hana, once again, I 
wish we grew our cherry 
tomatoes like normal 
tomatoes.)

Anger has this force 
of destruction with it, 
but it is creation that 
is the point. Anger 
comes to me when I’m 
looking on a chaotic 
situation which will not 
yield to me. We need 
to constantly create on 
this farm, which means 
a constant struggle, a 
constant destruction. 
And it is perhaps mostly 
when I am met with this 
resistance from chaos, 
when I am angered, that 
I understand simply who 
I am and what I am here 
to do. I’m here to create 
order, and that thing is in 
my way.
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Notes from the Field:
A Gift From the Unyielding Chaos

Michael pulls posts out of the solid ground as he 
tries to think of a better way.


