Notes from the Farm

Mid-April 2006

By Elizabeth Henderson

     Spring arrived this year with no snow pack on the fields or in the woods, and no ice to melt and swell the streams.  For the past five years, our weather has been in a pattern – 2 dry years, 2 wet years – with the second dry year drier than the first.  2005 was dry; we had no significant rain from May through September.  The annual precipitation averaged out as “normal” when all the rain fell in October.  December was frigid, January warm and dry.  We have had the fortune to sit becalmed while the news thunders with “natural” catastrophes elsewhere – the tsunami, Katrina, windstorms and tornadoes.  Despite my training in rational, scientific thought, the inner child of my psyche is seeking frantically to propitiate the violent forces of the universe.  If only I knew which gods were in charge, I would make rich offerings, burn candles and incense.  Instead, we buy more irrigation tape and anchor the hoop house plastic more firmly to the ground.

     As of mid-April, we are right on schedule with crop production.  We have filled the greenhouse to capacity with baby lettuces, Asian greens, onions, leeks, eggplants, tomatoes, herbs and flowers.  Just in time to catch the overflow, we repaired the cold frame.  The once solid white oak boards had begun to rot and crumple in contact with the soil.  We dug out the south side and replaced the posts and boards with pressure-treated wood.  Though sorely tempted by the warm days of late March, we held off spading and planting till the soil temperature reached 50 the second week of April.  Had we planted early, the snow flurries and freezing nights of April’s first week would have rotted the seed before it could germinate.  On April 11, we planted the first spinach, coating the seed with trichoderma harzianum (T-22), a naturally occurring soil fungus that crowds out the fungi that cause seed to rot.  With any luck, we will have spinach by early June.  By next week, we will put pea seeds for 3000 row feet of crop in the ground.

Hoop house parties

     To preserve the plastic and wood from the wear of winter, each fall we partially dismantle our hoop houses. In late March and early April, it is not easy to find a day with weather calm enough to put the plastic back on.  The slightest gust of wind can turn the 30-foot by 100-foot piece of plastic into a mighty sail.  Since we prefer to walk or drive to the next town, we need at least 6 people to hold the plastic down once we drape it over the hoops during those critical ten minutes until we fasten it onto the tracks that hold it in place.  We had warmer weather for the ritual this year and stalwart crews.  Mark Pierce came again faithfully; David Schein, Jeff Shreiber, and Andy Lord, though first timers, did yeoman service.  For the tomato hoop house, number five was Scarlett Miles, a 17-year local member, and the sixth was her son Eli.  With all the weight of his six years, Eli clung to the plastic and saved the day!

   Since we grow crops in the ground inside the houses, we have been rotating our first hoop house back and forth each year.  It is a big production, requiring two full days of the work of five or six people.  Removing the hoops has allowed us to use a tractor and the spader to turn under cover crops in the off-year and to prepare the beds for planting. We have finally worked out a strategy that will save a lot of labor hours. We will purchase one more set of hoops and purlins so that we can leave all three houses in place, and we will till the soil with a walk-behind rototiller instead of the tractor.  That will leave only the plastic and boards that hold the tracks to take up and down.

    Andy Simmons, an Irondequoit native, moved out to the farm in late March to start his apprenticeship with us.  Our string of good luck with apprentices seems to be holding!  Andy is fun to be with, and works steadily and cheerfully. Maybe in a few years, he will find a way to farm in Irondequoit!  We are very pleased that in late May, Jeff Schreiber will join us for the summer months.  There is still a need for a fall helper…

Getting Ready

    As if preparing for an expedition to some wilderness, over the winter, we lay in the supplies we will use all spring and summer.  We buy vegetable and cover crop seeds, onion sets, seed potatoes, row cover, gear oil, cultivator parts, gloves, respirators, yellow sticky traps…. Our mechanical friend and benefactor David Doktor constructed a new mower for us out of old flair choppers.  When the grass strips between the beds grow too tall for our Wheel Horse mower, as happens every year while we are busy planting, our new machine will mow two strips at a time.  The brand name of the new machine is “Hammer Knife.”  We hope it lives up to its name!

     Greg bargained hard and bought us a brand new Troy Bilt rototiller to use in the hoop houses and along the edges of beds.  I baptized it, tilling in the rich humus we dug out of a 3-year old pile to spread in the hoop house to fertilize the lettuces and Asian greens for the first shares of the season.  Dowsing the bolts that hold the spades on the spader with Kroil, Greg wrestled them off and replaced the worn nubs with thick new blades.  Assisted by Katie and Andy Simmons, he changed the oil on our tractors and greased the many zerks.

The New Lease

        On March 3, we performed a solemn ceremony – all four Peacework partners signed the lease with the Genesee Land Trust! At a minimum, we will have 25 years to farm on the fine soils of what was once the Humbert Dairy Farm. You can see the maps of our land displayed in the packing shed.  If all goes well, the lease will roll over year after year for many more than 25 years.  Attached to the lease are eight “exhibits,” which provide more detail to the conditions of the lease: a “letter of stipulation,” which repeats the most salient points of the lease to make sure we the Lessees really understand them; a copy of the deed; a map of the property; our plan for managing the land; two statements of Right of First Refusal, ours and GLT’s under specified conditions; a description of the kinds of mortgages that might be permitted; and a statement of the Rights and Requirements for our use of the land.  Each of these pieces took a lot of careful discussion and editing.  We are very fortunate that GLT Executive Director Gay Mills is patient, thorough and has the best interests of this project in her heart.

    As our lease payment, Peacework will pay an administrative fee of $300 a year to GLT, and the property taxes to the Town of Arcadia and the County of Wayne on the 115 acres we will use. The Genesee Land Trust, as a non-profit, will not pay taxes on the 33 acres set aside as a nature preserve.  Under NYS law, farmers may choose to include their land in Agricultural Districts.  If a property is 5-acres or more and generates a minimum of $10,000 in agricultural sales, the land qualifies for the agricultural assessment instead of the real estate tax rate used on other properties.  The ag. assessment values land by soil type; the more potentially productive the soil, the higher the tax per acre.  Because Doug Kraai, our landlord for our first years on this land, changed the boundaries of the pieces of land he owned several times, it took four visits to the assessor’s office to figure out exactly how much we have to pay.  The farm includes ten acres of 1A soils, assessed at the highest value of $513 an acre, 42.5 acres of 1B and 2A at $456, and 25 of 2B at $405.  There are also 14 acres of 5A ($297/acre) and 46 acres of woods ($190).  Since GLT owns the woods, and not us, the users, the assessors may assign them as non-agricultural; this has yet to be determined.

------------------------

  Ready or not, here comes the 2006 season, the 18th year of the GVOCSA!  At Peacework, we are as ready as we can be – may the Big Mother be kind to us in the months ahead.  We welcome you for another joyful and hardworking season of Community Supported Agriculture!

Separate boxes:

Recipe Tips

In doing research for the updated version of Sharing the Harvest, I have come across some excellent CSA websites.  T&D Willey Farms, with 500 shares in the San Joaquin Valley of California, has many fine recipes in its weekly newsletter.  You can find them archived on their website  - tdwilleyfarms.com.  Angelic Organics, with over 1200 shares in the Chicago area, hires a chef for its crew.  One of the chef’s jobs is to write up recipes for their excellent newsletter.  You can find the newsletter archived at angelicorganics.com.

Box with Sanctuary info

