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Considering Cover Crops
by Casey Gustowarow & hc
While digging sweet potatoes
in Loudoun last week, I reflected
on what had been growing in the
field the year before. Vegetables?
No. Flowers? No. Cover crops!
That reminded me of interviewing
Casey Gustowarow about cover
crops on September 24, 2021.
Below is a condensed and edited
version of our conversation.
hc: Can you contextualize your
relationship to PVF (in 2021)?
CG: A little more than 10 years
ago, my wife Stacey and I were
hired to manage this branch of
PVF. We managed this farm for
four years and learned a ton. We
both had some farming experience
but not in a managerial role, so
this was a great opportunity to
learn a lot of things from Hana,
Ellen, and Hiu and everyone else
who was here. We stayed for four
years and then left to manage
The Farm at Sunnyside for six
years. We enjoyed Rappahannock
County. It’s a beautiful place right
next to Shenandoah National
Park. We missed this farm
community; I feel there’s a tight
knit farm community around here
at Wheatland. We didn’t find the
same community down there. If
we were to go somewhere to visit
friends, it would be up here. We

stayed in touch with Hana, Hiu,
Carrie, Stephen and many others.
In my mind, the only thing that
stays consistent at PVF is change.
There’s always something new
coming, new people, new ideas,
and it’s just a very welcoming
community. So even though
we left for various reasons, we
always felt connected, loved and
supported. We were excited to
come back here.
After we had managed pretty
decent sized farms, between 10
and 20 acres of vegetables,
having large crews, like 10

people or more, growing lots of
different crops and going to really
busy farmers markets, we wanted
a break from all of that, to take a
step back and reevaluate what we
were doing. We decided to have
our own thing and do something
on a smaller scale. I do also enjoy
the larger scale. Even though this
isn’t hundreds or thousands of
acres, in this region, 10-20 acres of
vegetables grown in an ecoganic,
sustainable, regenerative way
is on the middle to upper level
continued on page 2
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continued from page 1
of large scale in the mid-Atlantic. I like to drive big
tractors – it’s fun. Cover crops are interesting to me,
because I always feel that they’re integral. You don’t
have to use cover crops, many farmers don’t, but
from my experience and utilizing them, putting them
in at different times of year and giving your field a
rest. Not just a rest, but an intentional rest, is really
interesting and fun to experiment with, and that was
something I still wanted to have an opportunity to
do.

CG: Cover crops are covering the soil. Generally it’s
not something you’re harvesting for cash. I’ve sold
pea shoots from cover crops in the springtime, but
the purpose is not to make money. In the long run, by
investing in the soil and cover cropping, by feeding
microbial life in the soil, you’re improving the soil
based resource and investing in your future. There’s
lots of different species of cover crops. And even
though weeds are cover crops – they’re covering
the soil – we’re making intentional choices here at
certain times of the year to develop relationships
with the microbial life in the soil, so that at the end
of the day, healthy microbes make healthy soil make
healthy plants that are more immune to pests and
diseases. If we’re eating those healthy vegetables
and plants, we’ll hopefully be healthy.
Why do you want to cover the soil? So it doesn’t
wash away. So that the nutrients aren’t leached down
into the groundwater. Cover crops can also do things
like fix nitrogen, which is an incredibly important
component along with amino acids and other
building blocks we need for life. The atmosphere is
made up of 70 percent nitrogen, so it’s kind of this
free resource, if we can put a seed in the ground and
let the plant do the work of fixing nitrogen, that is
then available for our next vegetable crop.
It’s not always like you can plant a cover crop and
all of a sudden everything is going to be wonderful,
and I’m going to have this wonderful yield. There
are ways to get in trouble with cover crops, like if
you let them grow and get huge. In the long term,
through experimentation and learning about when
to plant when and what to plant together, you will
notice your soil is healthier. There’s just a lot of stuff
going on underneath the soil in that biosphere.
Supporting that life is really important; it’s not just
what’s above ground, but also what’s below ground:
all those roots and the symbiotic relationships that
are happening there.

*Stacey rolls by on a golf cart and asks “Are you hc: What’s growing in this field?
talking about cover crops? This is your favorite!” Casey
CG: This is sorghum sudan grass, this tall one. There
responds “Exactly, but I’m starting to ramble.”*
is some millet in here, I think, though I don’t see it.
Both of those are grasses. With a cover crop mix, I
So, yea, this year for me, I asked Hana if I could help like to have two things: a grass and a legume. The
with the field management. I enjoy that questioning grass is adding a bunch of biomass, and the roots
of “what’s going to go where? How do we incorporate are holding the soil in place. Once we mow this and
more species of cover crop at different times of year? potentially till it in, that’s going to be lots of food for
How can we reduce the amount of tillage, but still the microbes, which will overtime increase organic
use lots of cover crops?” Over the past decade, I’ve matter in the soil, which boosts the water retention
experimented with that more and more as time’s and release abilities. Porous soil can hold onto water
gone on. Growing cover crops was the answer to how and nutrients, which is a reason for the grass. Then
I could add to the team this year, and seeding the these are cowpeas, the legume I often grow in the
beets and carrots, so using those skills to collaborate summertime. Those two things work together. The
and grow more food on this property.
sorghum sudan grass grows tall and the cowpeas
grow up here. So it’s also about matching things
hc: Okay, so let’s pretend I’m someone who doesn’t
know anything about cover crop, can you help me
continued on page 3
understand what cover crop is?
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continued from page 2
together. Some things
are incompatible, where
one thing may take over
and the other doesn’t
flourish. Trying to make
sure you have a decent
rate of seeding, so one
thing isn’t all over the
place and ensures space
for both things. This is
sunhemp here, with the
yellow flower, another
nitrogen fixer. Oh, and
there’s sunflower, which
when it opens will be
nice for the pollinators.
I don’t usually put
sunflowers in my mix, but
I thought it would be fun
this year. Oh, and there’s
buckwheat here too. It’s
gone to seed mainly;
that’s a great pollinator.
It mines phosphorus
deeper in the soil profile
and makes it available
for the next crop.
hc: What is something
you’ve learned this
season about cover
crops?
CW: One thing I’m
trying to do more is
utilize cover crops and
also reduce the amount

photo courtesy of hc

of tillage that we do.
I encouraged PVF to
purchase a no-till drill
this past winter, and so
this it’s first year here.
It drills the seeds into
the soil. A conventional
drill requires tillage
beforehand, the soil is
turned over. Vegetable
farms at this scale are
going to keep using
tillage to reset the clocks
because we aren’t using
herbicide to kill things.
One thing we are doing
is letting fields take
a vacation, but they
aren’t fallow or letting
whatever comes up and
saying it’s fine. This is
an intentional vacation
with three or four cover
crops on the field, so

you wouldn’t need to
till between the cover
crop successions. I’ve
used the no-till drill in
the past, and I’m still
experimenting, so I’m
excited that they were
willing to buy that. Last
year’s round of cover
crop had rye grass,
turnips, and bachelor
buttons. With cover crop
that’s gone through the
winter, the idea is that
you just mow that and
then use the no-till drill to
seed right over that. And
so that was the idea, but
the rye grass had formed
a thick mat, and it wasn’t
the best combination.
So this is a very specific
example of learning. I’m
always trying to think

about how to do best by
the soil and recognizing
that we need to utilize
all the tools in our
kit to also still have a
successful
vegetable
farm. Sometimes things
work and sometimes
they don’t. Continual
experimentation.
You
fail sometimes and that’s
okay, too. So I wouldn’t
do that again in the
future, with that specific
rye grass. With this field,
we’ll mow this summer
crop, which would die in
the frost anyways, and
then try the no-till drill
again and seed a winter
cover crop with wheat
and crimson clover. I
think it’ll come up better
because there’s actually
space
under
these
plants, where that rye
grass was such a thick
grass field. Maybe it’ll
be weedy, and that’s
the thing, it’s just all a
learning process. The
overall goal with cover
crops is to build healthy
soil with the intention
of having a healthy farm
and feeding people.
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Casey hooks up the flail mower - the first step in the cycle of cover crops. Or the last step. Chloe watches the horizon for groundhogs.
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From Soggy to Crispy

by Hana Newcomb
On Thursday morning, September 22, my tank top
was soaked with sweat by 8 AM. I was picking zinnias,
not the most physically challenging work. By late
that afternoon, I had a sweatshirt on. In between, I
was on a tractor mowing the sweet potatoes when
the rain blew in from the west. This was the moment
when fall arrived, according to my body. I have been
soggy for months. But on Friday my shirt stayed
perfectly dry all day long. Bliss.
That week, the summer dew ended. When there
is no humidity during the day, there is no dew in the
morning. This is dramatic. Dry socks, dry feet, dry

pants. But this also means a transition to dry skin. I
notice that I want to wash my hands every time I get
a chance because the dirt from the sweet potatoes
feels like a coating, drying me out.
And with the wind, the soil has dried out fast. To
me, the switch from summer to fall is an abrupt
move from wet to dry -- air, clothes, body, soil. The
humidity has evaporated and we are moving through
a different, crispy space.
This is a brief moment before the hurricanes come
flailing through, flinging water all around. But so
often, after the storm, the air is clean and clear again.
We have left the thick, sticky days behind. October
brings joy to our skin.

An Unlikely Fall Favorite

by Helen Roades
When you think of fall
foods, reader, what comes
to mind? Those tasty winter
squash, the onslaught of
sweet potatoes, perhaps
a CSA stand abundantly
packed with dark greens
and various brassicas? Well,
I wish to direct our veggielover’s attention to what
is easily my favorite item
grown by PVF: the hakurei
turnip, sometimes called the
Japanese salad turnip. I had
never met a turnip I liked
before I came to PVF. But at
first bite, these opalescent
beauties rose to the top of
my ranking. This delightful

veggie is bursting with a
sweet, candy like flavor and
an almost buttery texture.
They have a hint of the spice
of a radish, and are superbly
juicy when picked at just the
right time. They’re lovely
sliced thinly into a salad,
roasted with some miso or
other dressing of choice, or
simply popped right into your
mouth as a solo showstopper.
In the spring, I was frequently
found frolicking around the
farm with an end-of-season
apple sized hakurei turnip
as a pick me up snack. In
the past week, we’ve just
begun picking hakurei for
CSA and market distribution.
Welcome back, dear hakurei!
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Meet the Neighbors: McCutcheon’s

McCutcheon’s (Frederick, MD) makes a wide generations, all working together to bring you the
variety of homestyle products such as Apple Butter, world-famous McCutcheon’s homestyle taste and
Preserves, Relishes, Jams, Jellies & Marmalades - all quality. www.McCutcheons.com
with that old-fashioned, homemade quality and taste
you love. They use only real cane sugar & natural
fruit juices as sweeteners, and no high fructose corn
sweeteners.
McCutcheon’s has over 30 full-time employees,
including 16 family members from 4th and 5th

