
growing wild in the South-
east. 

¶ Relatively few insects and 
diseases are problematic with 
the elderberry. 

¶ Market supply is not meeting 
demand, with 90% of all eld-
erberries consumed in the 
U.S. being imported. 

¶ Potential income per acre is 
substantially higher than most 
other crops, with a potential 
of over $10,000 per acre for 
wholesale berries.  

¶ Elderberries present many 
value-added opportunities 
such as jams, wine, and health 
food ingredients, and USDA 
has grant funding available for 
value-added products. 

¶ Elderberry plants are easily 
propagated. Purchase and 
plant ½ acre of plants (1000) 
and after 2 years you can plant 
an additional 9.5 acres! 

¶ Multiple avenues of revenue 
from growing elderberries: 

- Wholesale berries 

- Cleaned and bagged berries 

- Value added products: jam, 
jelly, syrup, juice, powder 

(Continued on page 4) 
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Alabama Agriculture Series:  

Elderberries  

By Michael LaBelle 

Youõd be wise to start 
paying attention to the elder-
berry (Sambucus nigra ssp. 
canadensis). From 
www.NormsFarms.com:  
òThis emerging superfruit is 
packed with Vitamins A, B and 
C, iron, potassium, and the 
powerful antioxidants known as 
anthocyanins. The plants are a 
hardy perennial, and are natu-
rally disease resistant. Surpris-
ingly, only 10% of the elder-
berries consumed in the U.S. 
are actually grown here; the 
other 90% are grown in Eu-
rope.ó That's right:  90% of our 
elderberries (fruits that grow 
WILD in Alabama!) are import-
ed from Europe. 

I spoke with Rodger Len-
hardt, the son of Norm's Farms 
namesake Norm Lenhardt, 
whose life's work has been de-
veloping the U.S. elderberry 
market. Check the ASAN web-
site in the near future for full 
my interview with Rodger dur-
ing which he answers many 
questions that potential elder-
berry farmers will have. Rodger 
enthusiastically shares his years 
of experience in growing this 
amazing fruit. 
Just a few reasons thereõs a 

bright future in growing elder-
berries: 

¶ The fruit is native to the US, 

Rooted in the 

Land: Black 

Cultural Identity  

By Natilee McGruder 

As an Alabamian who is a 
descendant of agriculture savvy 
slaves, determined sharecroppers 
and avid gardeners I feel that 
cultivating and respecting the 
land is my ancestral birthright. 
After slavery ended, some freed 
slaves took advantage of the 
homestead opportunity offered 
by the Freedmanõs Bureau in 

(Continued on page 6) 

This article is part 1 of a series 

on niche market opportunities 

well-suited to Alabama growers.  

More about the series on page 4. 

Learning from the 

model of a Costa 

Rican Coffee Co -op  

By Mary Ignatiadis 

Small farmers face many of 
the same problems worldwide.  
How do you work with your 
land, your resources, your em-
ployees, your neighbors, your 
extension agent and your banker 
to achieve your goals?  This sum-
mer I traveled to the highlands of 
Costa Rica to learn how one 
community has come together to 
answer this question. Cooperativa 

(Continued on page 10) 

In Sumter County, AL, Anne Williams helps 
her husband Charles harvest peas and other 
produce.  Photo credit: John Ficara (Black 
Farmers in America) 



Is Alabama ready for 
prime time?  Superstar 
rock-and-roll singer 
Tina Turner always 
put on a dynamic show 
with hits like òProud 
Mary, (Rolling on The 
River).ó She would 

begin the song with the titillating ques-
tion and declaration, òAre you ready for 
me? Iõm ready for you.ó Well, Alabama 
food and fiber consumers are ready for 
sustainable agriculture and they now are 
asking agricultural producers in the state 
if they are ready for them. 

Alabama has great agriculture poten-
tial with its abundant water resources, 
rich soils, a favorable climate, and a not 
too distant history of being a significant 
contributor to the nationõs food and fiber 
supply. A mere 3 generations ago, most 
Alabamians lived in rural areas of the 
state.  A significant portion of a familyõs 
food was grown on the familyõs farm, in a 
garden, tended to, in most cases, by the 
parents and their children.  Children 
were taught how to grow food, how to 
harvest it and how to harvest game ani-
mals found in the forest adjoining the 

farm place. Sadly, those days of 
yesteryear are all but gone in our 
great State. What happened? 

The migration of people who 
knew how to grow food and fiber 
left the states of the Old South. This 
migration is known as The Great 
Migration. Millions of people who knew 
how to grow food crops (vegetables and 
fruits) began leaving the South in search 
of greater economic and social freedom 
in the early 1900. This migration of farm-
ers was accelerated by the need for work-
ers to man the factories turning out war-
ships, planes, guns and munitions during 
World Wars I and II. Northern and west-
ern cities as well as some southern cities, 
Mobile, Birmingham, New Orleans and 
Savannah to cite a few, benefited from 
the influx of millions of rural farm people 
who were used to hard work and were 
adept at learning new skills. 

The new city dwellers found eco-
nomic opportunities in their new locales 
not available in their previous places of 
residence. Few would return to places 
where their ancestors toiled without pay 
for hundreds of years. Most sold the 
farms that they or their forefathers had 

Letter from the ASAN Board President  
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CONTRIBUTORS:  Fall 2014  

Thank you to everyone who contributed to this newslet-
ter, including (but not limited to):  

Michael LaBelle is co-owner of Mighty Grow Organics, based in 
Fruitdale. 

Natilee McGruder is part of the River Region Food Policy 
Council and the Alabama Food Policy Council, and a regular 
volunteer at EAT South in Montgomery. 

Mary Ignatiadis, a Huntsville native, interned with ASAN in the 
summer of 2013.  She is now a junior at Williams College in 
Massachusetts. 

Joan Robertson owns and operates Luddite Farms in Attalla, AL. 

Shavaun Evans and her colleagues at the National Sustainable 
Agriculture Coalition provided the FSMA update on pg. 13. 

 

Gene Thornton is ASANõs Board President and the owner-
operator of Sneaky Crow Farm in Roanoke, AL. 

Alice Evans is the Executive Director of ASAN. 

bought with hard earned money for sums 
not approaching the true value of the land. 
For many, farming was associated with the 
peculiar institution known as slavery. In a 
few generations, members of the Great 
Migration and their descendants lost the 
desire to farm, produce their own food or 
to live in rural communities. 

The Great Migration caused a severe 
decline in the number of low-wage farm 
workers in the Southern states.  To com-
pensate for the decline in the number of 
farm workers, medium and large farm 
owners turned increasingly to mechaniza-
tion. The agriculture machinery giants John 
Deere, Ford, Massey Ferguson, Farm-All, 
and others turned out a myriad array of 
machinery that allowed one or two people 
to till, plant, and harvest what would re-
quire a gang of several farm workers in 
prior times.  Added to the ònew farmerõsó 

(Continued on page 3) 
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bag of tricks were a wide 
range of synthetic or man-
made chemical products de-
signed to enrich the soil, kill 
the pest insects, eliminate the 
weeds and preserve the pro-
duce. U.S. Dept. of Agricul-
ture Secretary Earl Butz accel-
erated the decline in small 
farms by championing corpo-
rate farming, instituting fed-
eral agricultural policies that 
decimated small farms and 
enjoining farmers to òget big 
or get out.ó Many of them got 
out, and many got too big for 
their britches, and then got 
put out by their bank lenders. 

Recent farm census data 
show the number of farmers 
in Alabama continues to de-

(Continued from page 2) 

Board President 

Letter (contõd) 

their sustainable 
and organic 
research activi-
ties or are de-
voting insuffi-
cient time, 
money, and 
efforts to pro-
duce research 
of much value 
to small and 
medium sized 
specialty crop 
farmers. 

A glimmer 
of hope can be 
seen in the tre-
mendous 
growth of con-
sumer groups 
in Alabama 
whose members 
are educating themselves on 
all aspects of food produc-
tion, harvesting, handling, 
and marketing. Farmers mar-
kets are sprouting up all over 
the state, providing opportu-
nities for farmers and con-
sumers to connect and re-
establish all important bonds 
between farmers and eaters. 
ASAN has been in the fore-
front of this movement in 
Alabama for the past 12 
years.  Many local groups 
were inspired to join the 
fight for healthy farms, 
healthy food, and healthy 
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cline. Most of Alabama farm-
ers are engaged in livestock, 
timber, or commodities pro-
duction (cotton, corn, soy-
beans) where a few individu-
als are needed to farm large 
tracts of land using mecha-
nized equipment.  Specialty 
crop (vegetables and fruits) 
farmers are under-
represented in the South, 
Alabama included. 

Recent federal efforts to 
increase support for specialty 
crop producers may be too 
little, too late.  Increasingly 
the food and fiber Americans 
eat and wear is being pro-
duced and value-added to 
outside the United States. 
Research that would benefit 
small and medium specialty 
crop farmers is sorely absent. 
Many land-grant colleges and 
universities are abandoning 

communities by the hard 
work of countless ASAN 
members and supporters.  

ASAN can use your 
support, financial and other-
wise.  If you are already a 
member, thanks! If not, con-
sider joining ASAN and a 
group in your local area de-
voted to òHF,HF,HC.ó 
Thanks, and keep on grow-
ing! 

 

Gene Thornton 
President 

Advertise in the 

ASAN Newsletter! 
 

Distribution to 2000+ around Alabama 

Print and digital circulation 

Diverse, informed readership of farmers, 
businesspeople, consumers, educators, 

and more 

Support ASANõs ongoing work to unify 
and amplify statewide efforts in sustaina-
ble agriculture and local food systems 

Contact alice@asanonline.org for details 
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spot. The fungus can be controlled by a 
copper sulfate solution. Not bad, consid-
ering the vast number of diseases and 
insects that most plants endure! 

One pest to be aware of is Spotted 
Wing Drosophila (SWD). SWD has been 
confirmed in several north-central Ala-
bama counties, and its geographical foot-
print seems to be growing. Raspberries, 
blackberries, strawberries, and blueber-
ries are the most preferable host plants 
for SWD. Alabama growers should be 
alert to the presence of SWD in their 
area. Monitoring for this pest is an im-
portant part of management techniques. 
Control is not recommended unless 
SWD is caught in monitoring traps, fruit 
injury is detected, or a high-value crop 
needs protecting.  
 
Assessing the Market 

So what is the market potential for 
elderberry, now that every farmer read-

Elderberries (contõd) 

ing this article is thinking of which land to 
clear first? As previously stated, over 90% 
of all the elderberry products consumed in 
the U.S. are made with imported berries. 
The most recent data I could find was from 
2008. In that year, Austria produced and 
sold to the US over 19,000,000 pounds of 
elderberries. At a conservative production 
capacity of 5000 pounds per acre, it would 
take 3,800 acres just to replace the elder-
berries produced in ONE European coun-
try about the size of Maine. At an average 
field size of 10 acres, it would take 380 
farms to produce domestically the same 
volume that we currently import from 
Austria alone. 

And according to Rodger Lenhardt, 
the average wholesale price paid for raw 
elderberries ranges between $1.00-$2.25 
per pound, depending on how much clean-
ing/processing is done. Doesnõt $5000-
$10,000 per acre sound interesting? 
(NOTE: certified organic berries com-

mand a significant premi-
um.) Like most compa-
nies offering elderberry 
products in the U.S., 
Rodger is actively seeking 
new growers to help him 
meet demand. 
 
I would like to express 
special thanks to Rodger 
Lenhardt for his time and 
knowledge. I would also 

(Continued on page 5) 

(no seeds) 

- Sell juice to local wineries 

- Sell flowers to wine and cordial 
producers 

- Elderberry sparkle ð lacto-
fermented elderberry juice 

- Sell cuttings, rooted cuttings and 
plants 

 
Potential Challenges 

Every farmer knows that things 
are NEVER as easy as they first ap-
pear, and growing elderberry is no 
exception. First, this is a relatively 
new crop for commercial production, 
so there is not a lot of readily available 
information for the would-be elderberry 
farmer. That being said, every grower I 
have spoken with was only too happy to 
share his experiences with what works 
and what doesnõt. Itõs nice to learn from 
othersõ mistakes to flatten the learning 
curve. 

As an example of this willingness to 
share, Rodger Lenhardt was quick to 
share many of the lessons he has learned 
over the past decade, the hard way. He 
plants 2000 plants per acre, as opposed to 
the university recommendation of 600 
per acre. The reason? òIn a word,ó he 
said, òweeds.ó The best form of weed 
control for elderberries is elderberries. 

Another lesson concerned why NOT 
to use ground cloth weed fabric for weed 
control. With weed fabric, the new 
shoots are unable to pop up next to the 
parent plant and are forced to travel un-
derground into the MIDDLE of the row, 
exactly where you do NOT 
want them to grow. It is bet-
ter to use heavy wood chip 
mulch which holds in mois-
ture and suppresses weed 
growth, but allows the shoots 
to grow by the parent plant. 

As far as insects and dis-
eases, elderberries are gener-
ally unaffected. A certain 
mite can over-winter in some 
of the buds and, during wet 
years, a fungus can cause leaf 

(Continued from page 1) 

Above: Rodger with some of his 
elderberry products. At right:  
Rooted elderberry cuttings (8 weeks).  
Photos courtesy of Rodger Lenhardt 

About This New Series: òOpportunities in Alabama Agricultureó 

Agriculture has always been an important part of Alabamaõs economy and, more important-

ly, a major part of Alabama culture. 

Only two generations ago, the majority of Alabama families survived thanks to their ability 
to grow food from the rich soil and abundant rainfall in the state. But, as the saying goes, òthe 
times, they are a-changinõ.ó For Alabama farmers to prosper into the future, we need to look 

outside of the traditional crops that our grandparents grew.  

This is the first in a series of articles aiming to highlight new opportunities that Alabama 
farmers can pursue. The main idea behind this series is to highlight niche markets that can be 
accessed with a minimum of investment in land, equipment and capital. My goal is to pique your 

interest so that you can further study the emerging opportunities that interest you. 

Each article will be laid out in the following format: first, an introduction to the opportunity; 
second, why it appears to have a bright future; third, some potential pitfalls to watch out for; and, 

last, the market outlook moving forward. 

Always remember that agriculture, apart from growing food for your own use, is a business 
and should be approached as such. Study, do your research, seek counsel from those who have 

gone before and, as much as possible, determine a market for your products BEFORE you invest. 
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Elderberries (Contõd) 

like to thank my sister-in-law, Jessica Espinoza from Delicious 
Obsessions, for introducing me to Rodger. Her recent blog 
post about the amazing health benefits and growing popularity 
of elderberry fruit really caught my attention and launched me 
into some exciting research. I recommend you read her blog 
and product review here to get an idea of the health benefits 
and value-added opportunities: 
www.deliciousobsessions.com/2014/07/small-berry-big-
punch/ 

For Alabama farmers to prosper into the future, we need 
to grow with the demands of the market, looking beyond the 
usual crops traditionally grown here.  With the U.S. market 
showing great interest in elderberry products, this just could 
be the crop youõve been looking for. 

 
In the next ASAN newsletter, I will share another emerg-

ing opportunity for Alabama farmers. If you have questions or 
comments on this article, please email me at 
mike@mightygrow.com.  

Southern SAWG (Sustainable Agriculture Working 
Group), NRCS, and ASAN will be hosting three, one-day 
trainings on 
organic horticul-
tural high tunnel 
production for 
NRCS, Exten-
sion and other 
agricultural 
professionals. 

The train-
ing is designed 
to expand the 
expertise of 
these agents so that they can provide effective technical assis-
tance to new constituents ð current, transitioning and aspiring 
organic farmers, and farmers developing high tunnel produc-
tion systems. Trainings will last from about 8:30 a.m. until 
3:30 p.m. and will be on November 10, 12 and 13 in Falkville 
(north), Ariton (south), and Tuskegee (central), respectively. 

The training in Falkville will be held in conjunction with 
the ASAN Regional Food & Farm Forum for North Alabama 
(see page 11). 

For more information about the training in your area, 
please contact Kirk Iversen at kirk.iversen@gmail.com. 

òTrain the Traineró workshops 

on Organic High Tunnels 

planned in October  

Photo courtesy Southern SAWG. 

http://www.deliciousobsessions.com/2014/07/small-berry-big-punch/
http://www.deliciousobsessions.com/2014/07/small-berry-big-punch/
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the land and our connection to it. 
Celebrated playwright August Wil-
son is quoted as saying:  

 
We were a land based agrarian 
people from Africa. We were 
uprooted from Africa and we 
spent 200 years developing our 
culture as black Americans and 
then we left the South. We up-
rooted ourselves and attempted to 
transplant this culture to the pave-
ments of the industrialized North. 
It was a transplant that didnõt 
take. I think if we had stayed in 
the South we would have been a 
stronger people and because of 
the connection between the South 
of the 20s, 30s, and 40s has been 
broken, itõs very difficult to un-
derstand who we are. 

 
There is, however, a new wave 

of change. The sustainable farming, 
homesteading, slow food, permacul-
ture and urban farming movements 
just to name a few have attracted 
many people of color from the 
young to the baby boomers back to 
the land. There is hope in going back 
to the old waysñgrowing, prepar-
ing and sharing with the community 
fresh and minimally processed food. 
We must return to the land in order 
to heal ourselves of the spiritual 
disconnect, as well as to heal our-
selves physically of obesity, diabetes 
and other dietary related diseases. 

A successful return to the land 
will require educating the communi-
ty, particularly young people, in 
skills like agroecology, sustainable 

building and design, 
technology, environ-
mental conservation, and 
entrepreneurship. But 
first, we must engage in 
sharing oral and written 
history to honor our-
selves, our ancestors and 
our earth as we forge a 
new identity that is once 
again rooted in the land. 

1866, which created the first major 
wave of black land ownership. How-
ever, most freed slaves did not receive 
free land and instead worked for many 
years in a hostile environment as ten-
ant famers, sharecroppers or in the 
steel and turpentine industries to save 
enough cash to buy their land.  

By 1890 all that hard work yield-
ed 120,738 black farms and just twen-
ty years later that number grew to 
218,972 farms. In 1910, black farmers 
owned 15 million acres of farmland, 
and in 1920 one in every seven farm-
ers was black. However, by 1982, 
black farmers owned only 3.1 million 
acres of farmland and one in every 67 
farmers was black. Now there are less 
than 18,000 black farmers, represent-
ing less than 1% of all farms in Ameri-
ca. 

Many people, including those in 
my family history, have been divorced 
from the land or have left it voluntari-
ly because of discrimination in the 
form of falsely denied loans for farm-
ers, predatory lending practices, rac-
ism and violent domestic terrorism, 
and anti-small farm federal loans and 
subsidies. 

Less tangibly, there is also the 
shame and stigma descending from 
generations of agricultural based slav-
ery and sharecropping: a life that often 
meant crushing poverty and back-
breaking work from sunup to sun-
down which would only result in 
more debt. Many black farming fami-
lies who survived the 
20s and 30s saw it to be 
a sign of success, if 
going forward, their 
children never had to 
pick cotton or farm for 
survival.  

That shift forward 
toward industrial 
work, the service sec-
tor, college and careers 
left something behind: 

(Continued from page 1) 

Rooted in the Land 

(Contõd) 

ASAN is thrilled to announce the release of 
an updated version of the Alabama Small Farms 
Resource Guide!  
This guide, pro-
duced with Ala-
bama A&M Univer-
sity's Small Farms 
Research Center, is 
a comprehensive 
directory for all 
you might need in 
order to start (and sustain) a successful small 
farm in Alabama.  As it says on the cover, the 
guide is òfor small farms with big ideas.ó 

Categories of listings include: Business 
Planning and Assistance; Farm Equipment and 
Supplies; Soil Testing Services; Certifications 
and Standards; and much more.  The guide also 
includes a thorough list and contact information 
for organizations and agencies that are of use to 
small farmers. 

Since the 1st edition of this guide was pro-
duced in 2006, there has been huge growth in 
the number of educational offerings, marketing 
opportunities, and support organizations for 
direct-market and sustainable farms in Alabama.  
As with the 1st edition, the information con-
tained in this updated guide was vetted by 
ASAN members and other farmers and ag pro-
fessionals, in order to ensure that it's as accu-
rate, comprehensive, and practical as possible.  
We hope that it will reduce stress and save in-
valuable time as farmers seek out the resources 
needed to launch their farms. 

This project was supported in part by the 
USDA-NIFA's Beginning Farmer Rancher De-
velopment Program.  We are greatly indebted to 
Karen Wynne, former ASAN Executive Direc-
tor and owner of Rosita's Farm in Hartselle, for 
all her leadership, hard work, and persistence 
she showed in order to update the Guide. 

Copies of the guide will be available at the 
Regional Food & Farm Forums this fall, and at 
select other events.  An online version will also 
be available soon at www.asanonline.org. 

We plan to run a larger second printing, 
which will be supported by sponsorships from 
advertisers.  If your business or organization is 
interested in advertising in the guide, please 
contact Alice Evans at alice@asanonline.org. 

Updated Small Farms 

Resource Guide now 

available  

Young farmers from Soul Fire Farm 
(NY) presented at the 2011 Black 
Farmers Conference.  Photo courtesy 
of Soul Fire Farm 

http://www.asanonline.org/
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still heavy with a load 
of grain.  That night a 
storm approaches, but 
he is unable to attend 
to the horses until 
morning, when he 
finds that they have 
disappeared.  He 
searches everywhere, 
until he finally reaches 
the barn, and finds 
that his team have 
backed themselves 
into their usual location, and the harvest 
was saved.  Only Walt Disney could 
make it so that a tractor could do the 
same. 

The inclusion of animals is a critical 
part of a bio-dynamic, self-supporting 

farm system.  A three-point hitch 
and front-end loader are fine 
things as well, but as far as low 
impact tillage and basic garden 
tasks go, the jingle of harness, and 
the soft breath of a horse are a 
gift.  And it is possible for the 
economics to work in favor of the 
horse.  A single horse, or possibly 
a team, are a fine fit for an acre or 
two of garden, helping also with 
pasture maintenance and a bit of 
log skidding for firewood or lum-

ber.  Any petroleum powered task that 
can be replaced with true horse power is 
a step toward a more peaceful and 
healthy world.  By baling hay for winter, 
with horse drawn equipment, oneõs farm 
operation could be truly solar powered. 

As a grower of primarily garlic and 
perennial herbs, the bulk of the plowing, 
planting, and harvesting at my farm oc-
curs during fall and spring, and the com-
paratively milder weather makes work a 
little lighter for a draft animal 
(and a farmer!).  The garlic 
comes in handy for many animal 
ailments, and is part of rigorous 
anti-parasite maintenance for 
pastured sheep and lambs. 

Horses and sheep make for 
mutually beneficial pasture ma-
tes.  Not only do the horses 

offer some amount 
of flock protection 
from predators, but 
they also help pro-
tect from parasites.  
The pole barber 
worm is a parasite 
that specifically af-
fects sheep (though 
it may not be an 
issue with a closed 
mature flock).  
Horses act as a vacu-

um to eliminate the pole barber worm's 
larvae without being affected by it.  Young 
lambs' droppings are extremely high in 
calcium (being almost completely milk), so 
they contribute natural liming and pH 
balancing to the soil and thereby improve 
the pasture quality for all grazers. 

There is a multitude of resources 
available for anyone interested in farming 
with draft animals. New equipment, main-
ly from Amish manufacturers, is featured 
at the annual òHorse Progress Days,ó 
which happens every July in Illinois. òNew 
for 2014ó may seem like a strange tagline 
to accompany anything horse-drawn, but 
amazingly, you will find plows, seeders, 
spreaders, sprayers, mowers, and more, 
all built specifically for use with draft ani-
mals.  There also seem to be a few folks 
sprinkled around the country offering their 
services to assist others in learning the craft 
of farming with horses, along with some 
bright-eyed young people excited to learn 
from them.  Peinhardt Living History 
Farm in Cullman hosts an annual farm day 
in October (this year it's October 25, see 
calendar at back for details), often featur-
ing draft horses at work.  It seems a verita-
ble renaissance is occurring. 

òWhile the experts have been raising such a fuss about 

the ôimpossibilityõ of farming with horses, a good many 
farmers scattered all over the country have quietly gone 

back to using themñjust as thousands of Amish farm-

ers have quietly continued to use them, with results 

pleasing to anybody who will look.ó 
 

~ Wendell Berry, in òGoing Backñor Aheadñto Hors-

es,ó from his 1981 essay collection The Gift of Good Land 

By Joan Robertson 

When the old tractor gave up, it 
took a full year and a half for me to ac-
cept it.  Friends, relatives, and profes-
sional mechanics, all gave hope that 
THEY were the one who was going to get 
it going again.  It seemed proper to cling 
to this hope. 

Then it seemed proper to rent a 
tractor.  Twice.  And then it seemed 
proper to finally actually shop for and 
purchase a new tractoré Favorable 
growing conditions came and went, dur-
ing which time, millennial farming meth-
ods were just as elusive. 
Peopleõs eyes tend to glaze over at 

the suggestion that one might choose to 
make use of a large animal in preparing 
garden beds, as opposed to 
farm machinery, especially 
since the former tends to 
take a little more time, 
skill, and patience.  Farm-
ing with horses, mules, or 
oxen is seen by most as 
nostalgic or òold-timey.ó  
That, or they say itõs what 
they do in places where 
they have no other choice. 

For some reason you 
almost never hear people 
use terms like 
òprogressive,ó òsustainable,ó òmindful,ó 
òmodern,ó or òsophisticatedó when it 
comes to using draft power.  Admittedly, 
draft animals have no place in most so-
called modern farming situations, but in 
present day Vermont, draft horses are 
used to run fiber optic cable through ter-
rain, impossible to access by truck. 
Thereõs an excellent publication 

called The Small Farmerõs Journal, dedi-
cated to the craft of farming with draft 
animals.  Not long ago, it featured a story 
about a farmer who, while out in the field 
with his team, was called home on some 
type of emergency. While this farmer 
normally takes great pride in backing his 
team and wagon into a narrow slip in the 
barn, on this night, he's forced to leave 
them òparkedó outside the house, wagon 
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Fall harrowing.  Never drop the lines!  Photo credit: Joan 
Robertson 

Plow repair. Photo credit: Joan 
Robertson 


