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Q:

This is Luane Lange interviewing Alyce Block, the Chairperson of the Women’s
Committee of the farm Bureau. It is October 20, 1999
Thank you for agreeing to do this.

A:

It’s my pleasure.

Q:

We’re going to start first of all with the most recent part of what you’ve been doing as
a representative of, I want to say, a salesperson for what the women in the farm
Bureau do. So tell us about this exhibit.

A:

I call myself a representative of agriculture. I think that it (the exhibit) basically,
describes most of the endeavors that we do and.. .and agriculture covers a lot of
territories. It includes the health issues, it includes the farming issues, it includes safety
issues, it includes legislative issues. So these are going to be things that we’re going
to be talking about throughout this (exhibit) program.

Q:

Okay.

A:

Last night I presented a program to our Board of Directors and to our membership of
the Fairfield County Farm Bureau at the State Annual Meeting. In my report, I
covered a lot of the things that we have just recently done. We just had to fly into
Washington, D.C. and met with many of our Congressmen and Representatives. I have
the pictures here representing.. .there’ s Congressman Maloney and here we are at
Christopher Dodd’s office.
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That’s my second trip to Washington this year speaking on farm Bureau issues.
Here’s a picture of our agricultural quilt that we did last year for a fund raiser. I
bought the material and we had squares available to anyone who wanted to do a
square for the quilt depicting the commodity of their farm. This represents a broad
spectrum of what we grow in Connecticut. Not everything, but the people who raise
those products.... it went all the way from Christmas trees to dairy farms, chickens,
vegetables, apples, tobacco farms. It’s a whole variety. We have beef cattle on our
farm so we do have a beef cow there at our barn, on the quilt. It was a very popular
fund raising project that we’ve done. In fact, last night, everyone was saying they
wanted us to do another one so, maybe. Maybe, we’ll see.
A:

‘Where is the quilt housed?

Q:

The quilt right now was raffled off at last year’s State Annual Meeting. A woman in
Middlesex County, a Farm Bureau woman, won the quilt and she has it. You know, I
would have liked to have seen it hanging somewhere, maybe in our state office for a
while before it went because it was just really so beautiful. But, she won it so it’s hers.
Some of the other projects that we do are tours so that we can learn more about the
food processing plants of agriculture. The commodities in Connecticut, where they’re
sold and how they’re processed. Here’s the Guida-Siebert Dairy plant up in
Middlesex (indicating pictures on the exhibit). We watched them bottling all their milk
and selling all of their milk. And, right next door to that is Middlesex Plastics.
Middlesex Plastics, although they sell plastic all over, they have a plan with the Guida
Siebert Dairy that they make the plastic bottles there. The plastic is very interesting as
it’s made. It’s poured as a liquid into this little thing and then air comes through and
blows it and bingo, in a second you’ve got a... a plastic bottle. These bottles go on
conveyors right through into the dairy building. So they’re immediately bottled right
into their processing plant. It was very, very interesting to watch all the big tankers
backing up there emptying all the milk from the local dairy farms, of which we have
about two hundred and thirty dairy farms in our state right now.

Q:

And this is in Middletown?

A:
of

Middlesex. I think that was a very interesting tour. And down here we have photos

the American Distillers or Dickinson Witch Hazel Company up in East Haddam,
Connecticut. It was very interesting to note that this is a very, very old family
business.
In fact, it started down here in Long Hill and the Dickinson family was there. I
understand that there’s been several divisions of Dickinson families and they’ve
changed
the name to Aierican distillers. In this area, Connecticut, Rhode Island and in a few
surrounding states. We have the most witch hazel grown of anywhere in the world
and
ninety-eight per cent of the witch hazel products for the entire world come out of this
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plant. They have the big vats and drums of...of the distilled product. And, down here

(indicating on the exhibit photos) are the big bins of the chips. They receive them as
wood
chips and then they’re put in and mixed and go through the process to make into
whatever their market is calling for at the time. They sell to a lot of makeup
companies.
It goes into shampoos and... and conditioners and... and.. and hand creams and all kind
of
different kinds of balms. And then it goes into liniments. I know when I was a child,
my
grandmother and my mother always said, “Get the witch hazel,” if we came in with a
cut.
So you know, it was very interesting for me to be able to see that all in the process.
And,
last year we went to the Frito-Lay Potato Chip Company. I forget where that was.
Somewhere up in New London County.

Q:

Yes, it’s up near Danielson.

A:

That was extremely interesting to watch the huge tractor trailer trucks of potatoes
dumping. It takes fifteen minutes for a potato to go off of the truck, to be scaled for
size, to be cleaned, to be sliced, to be deep-fried, to be packaged and to be put into the
plastic bag and all automatically shipped into the warehouse. fifteen minutes from the
truck to the warehouse. It was amazing, the whole process and the size of the plant
that they have there. I.. .1 just feel that we learned so much to see...see products of
agriculture be... go to their end. And you know, you have the complete process. I
think it’s good for the committee and it’s good for the committee to be able to bring
this information back. I know when I present the programs at the County, the people
are always so interested in listening to the programs that we visit and talk about. We
don’t go into depth... deep depths talking about any, but just to try to. .to give them a
little insight.

Q

Connecticut used to have a very large potato industry. I have found maps back from
the 1930’s where it shows where the big potato areas were. This pan of the state
where you are right now used to have a large...

A:

A lot of potatoes. I’ve heard that before.

Q:

Where do they bring the potatoes from now?

A:

Right now, the potatoes are coming in from all over. They’re not solely from
Connecticut. I’m not even sure if any of those potatoes in Frito-Lay are from
Connecticut because we asked that. They get ‘em in New York, Maine you know, all
over. And they use different kind of potatoes for.. .for different things. They were

making, what is it.. was it potato chips with cheese, all different kinds. So they had all
the different ones, the hot potato chips and so they use different kind of potatoes.

Q:

I should say for the tape that we are in Monroe, Connecticut in the southwestern side
of the state. Go ahead.

A:

Then another tour we had a few years back was that the Talmadge Brothers Oyster
Company. That was an extremely interesting one because I always thought that oysters
or fish must be a great business to be in because you just go out there and catch it.
It’s growing in the wild, you know? But that isn’t the way it is. They have more
farming obstacles, almost, than we do. They actually have to seed all those beds down
and they have to get out there with all them huge boats and nets and.. .and diggers and
move.. .move the oysters back and forth from cold water to warm water. If the market
drops, or the price drops, or, whatever, they have to move them out, again. And then,
there’s predators to worry about. The horseshoe crabs and the starfish and all of those
things. So I mean, they have the same kind of problems... .so I found out that that’s no
picnic either, you know? But they do a good job of it. You know, there’s thousands
of acres of land. I think the Norwalk TalmadEe Brothers have about twenty-five
thousand acres of fishing area that they use for their oysters. So that was a very
interesting tour.

Q:

Talk about the “Traveling F arm” that you present to schools.

A:

Okay. The “Traveling Farm”.. .1 developed that program about oh, it’s at least five
years ago. I was trying to find a way to bring education to the children in school
‘cause I found out they were so far removed from family farms that they really had no
1.. .no clue where their food sources were. So I tried to come up with an idea that we
could bring a program into the school that would be portable, it would be very
educational, it would be very hands-on, and it would fit in one car so that you know,
one person could do it. It’s best ifyou do it with two, but one person can work.. I
usually do it by myself and the children get a.. .well, to go on to finish. So I brought it
to my committee and they thought the idea was really great. So I.. .1 worked and built
a lot of it up. We had one person who was artistic and she drew the first original cow.
So we had the cow and then the apple tree. I wanted real looking apples so we have
our big red Christmas apples. They’re glued onto that tree, there. And then, in front
of each big item we have all of the products that could come from there. The chicken
coop actually has eggs in there. Nothing is real, but they have eggs in there and we
have a couple chicks sitting in there. Then the cow has a lot of empty cartons such as
butter, milk, ice cream, cream cheese, cheese, yogurt. All empty containers in front of
it show what comes from the cow and the apple tree has a basket of red apples. Then,
there’s a tray of assorted fish representing our aquacukure part of farming. And then
over here we have a... a long plastic box with rows of vegetables in there. There’s a
couple rows of carrots and corn and tomatoes and scallions and different vegetables
and the children get a little bas. strawberry basket and they come up and get in a line
and they go through and they go farming. They take one of each item and then they sit
back down. We talk about what they would make, orif mom was making a recipe,
what she would need from their baskets. Say, if..if your recipe’s calling for a dairy
product, what do you have in your basket that morn would need for that recipe? So
. .

they can hold up any given dairy product that they picked up and we go right down
the line. If morn was making a vegetable soup tonight, what do you have in your
basket that she would need for a vegetable soup? So they hold that up and I say,
“You know, that’s why we need vegetables farms, this is why we need chicken farms,
this is why we need our dairy farms. I just go right down the line and we.. .we talk
about it. We talk about what fanning and farming life used to be in our County of
Connecticut or whoever’s doing the program, in their County. Mostly kids can’t
visualize that actually where they live there probably used to be a farm. I tell them,
“How many of you have stone walls in the woods? And how do you think they got
there and why did they get there? Then, I explain how the fanner had to clear the land
and how actually building a stone wall was a way of getting rid of the rocks. And, that
the actual stone walls had to be built with certain size rocks; many of the very older
farms, nothing smaller than a goose egg was to be used to make a stone wall. All those
(small stones) are piled in the corner. I recently read that if you find a whole pile of
smaller stones in the corner of a stone wall, it means that that farm was used for
growing vegetables and crops. If all the stones were built within the stone wall, it
meant that it was used for pasture for cattle. You could not have the rocks in there if
you were going to have a garden type thing. So, that was interesting to me. The kids
were always so excited because they always know where there are stone walls. I tell
them to look for them on their bus ride home, and so forth. Even the teachers are
amazed with that. It’s amazing how many teachers did not know how those stone
walls got there. You know, they never thought about it. Glaziers didn’t make stone
walls, you know. So all of that is very interesting with our “Traveling Farm.”

Q:

Is this aimed at a certain grade level?

A:

Yes. We do first, second and third grade. In fact, I’m doing two programs
to.. .tomorrow and Friday. I’m doing two classes tomorrow morning and three Friday
morning. I have so many calls right now, on my answering machine, from schools that
want me to call them back and do the program. It’s just becoming mind boggling how
I’m going to do all these programs. But, I enjoy doing it. It’s a volunteer thing and
it’s.... The schools are happy that they have a free program and such an educational
program.

Q:

Do they consider it part of Connecticut history or part of Social Studies? Health?

A:

You know, they work it into a lot of things. They work it into when they’re studying
Food and Nutrition, some of them will work it into a Social Studies when they’re
doing agriculture within a Social Study. So there’s a lot of different... different times.
Some of them work it into food groups around Thanksgiving. Lot of schools want me
to do it around Thanksgiving.

Q:

Do you...is this by word of mouth or were there flyers sent to schools?

A:

No, flyers were never sent to schools. What happened in the very early.. .my very first
program I did for my grandchildren in Newtown. My daughter happened to be the
Director of Resource Material for the schools for programs. She was at a meeting so
she distributed the first few folders at that meeting. So a lot.. .a lot of those schools
have me come in every year. We usually pass out flyers at the Ag Expo and at Ag at
the Capitol and places 111cc that. Ijust did a full day’s program, mini versions of the
traveling farm. It usually takes forty-five minutes for each class but we did mini
versions, fifteen to twenty minutes each at the Stamford Museum. One after the other,
all day. And I pass out flyers there so those schools call me back, eventually. It’s
amazing. Some people will hang onto them for a year and call me a year later, ‘cause
their this year’s curriculum is already full. But you know, it’s a very popular program
and it’s been ajoy for me because now other states have had me come and speak
about the program. Whether they’ve picked it up and have done it, I.. .1 really don’t
know but I know they were interested enough in it to have me come. We did win a
National Gold Star Award for this program down in Nashville, Tennessee. I know
Tennessee bought the program ‘cause we didn’t want to carry it all back home. So, I
put a “For sale” sign on it and they bought it right at the Expo. (Laughter)

Q:

That’s good. Now does this.. .do you connect, because I know the Farm Bureau has a
program, with Ag in the Classroom?

A:

Yes, right.

Q:

And so flow...

A:

Our Ag in the Classroom program is right in our Farm Bureau office and the Ag in the
Classroom program comes out of the Farm Bureau Ag Education Foundation. This is
our own separate program. It has nothing to do with Ag in the Classroom but we can
apply to them for grants that help us to fund this program. So we do work together a
lot. We help them out on a lot of programs that they do such as their Farm City Days
and so forth. Our committee always presents the “Traveling farm” at Farm City Days
in a mini version, again, mostly to make the teachers aware that the program is out
there and a little introduction to the ldds as to food sources.

Q:

How does the focus of this one differ from what might be in the Ag in the Classroom
curriculum? Is it for older children or is it...?

A:

The Ag Foundation does all levels. They do might through high school. And, they
have helped me do my program, too, occasionally when I’ve been stuck for somebody
to do it. Bernie Kayan has been very helpful to me in many, many ways. And I always
appreciate her efforts whenever I come up with ideas that I need something ordered
or anything. Like now, we’re starting a new program on food safety and bacteria
which we’re just getting ready to bring out into the schools. It’s a puppet program
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and you know, Bernie’s really great for having the sources of material available. And
then many times I’ll find something, too, and I’ll bring it back and share it with Bernie.
If I go to the convention in whatever state it’s going to be in, this year it’s in Houston,
I always bring her back materials. So we really work together on... on the Ag in the
Classroom things. All states aren’t like we are. Some are very separate. But we
work together.

Q:

She’s on my Steering Committee for this project. She’s been my contact for pictures
and so on. Is Ag in the Classroom under her jurisdiction? Is that...

A:

Yes. She is the Connecticut contact for Ag in the Classroom. And she has her office
right within the Farm Bureau office in Windsor.

Q:

So now would you talk a bit about the structure of the Women’s Committee or how
the farm Bureau and the Women’s Committee... and then your local committees?

A:

Okay. In the state, we have a County Chairman from each County and we have a
meeting once a month. We get women that probably have not ever been involved with
Farm Bureau Women before. As a County, we really don’t have big active County
Women’s Committees per se as they used to have. We have some women that we can
count on to help us sometime within certain Counties. I.. .1 just stressed last night at
our meeting, that I’d like to go back to starting a County Women Committee in my
County. And you know, I found some women who might be interested. But, so many
women work today. It’s not like years ago when women were home and had the time
to go out to a morning Farm Bureau County meeting. The time isn’t there anymore.
But anyway, we work wonderfully as a State program because we’re a small state.
We can get to everything and get back home. We’re not like some of the large states
where they have to do overnighters to just have a meeting, you know? So I find that
the women that I have are really great. I.. .1 keep my meetings challenging and I
always try to keep them upbeat and interesting so that we.. .we always have projects
going. I keep them going. But anyway, they’re.. .they’re always at the meetings. I
very rarely have anybody miss the meetings. The ones who do miss the meetings,
generally it’s because like in the fall, we have a few women who have farmstands.
They absolutely have to be at their farmstands.

Q

And of course, I’m veiy understanding of women that can’t come at certain times
because of their farm commitments ‘cause that’s what farming is all about. And so we
do work around those women but...

Q:

Would you say that most of the people who help you on this still are on farm property
or or farm related...
.. .

A:
them

Yes, ninety.. .ninety per cent. No, they all are. They all are. A hundred per cent of
are. We don’t have anybody that... either they all have connection to the family farm

or
farm.

Q:

How did you get started working with the Farm Bureau?

A:

When I first got married, we were Farm Bureau members. But you know, it didn’t.. .it
didn’t faze me, Farm Bureau. I really didn’t know what that was because I was never
raised on a farm.

Q:

Oh, where were you...?

A:

I was raised down in.. .in Shelton and I lived about half a mile from my husband.

Q:

Shelton, okay.

A:

Urn hmm. Which is the next town over here. My husband’s family had the farm. As a
young man, my husband lived at my grandmother’s house and that’s how I met my
husband. We got married and as soon as we got...

Q:

Did he board with her?

A:

He boarded with my grandrnother.

Q:

Okay.

A:

We rented our first farm right when we got married. We went straight from our
honeymoon.. .1 went straight from my honeymoon to the farm with the cows. I was a
Registered Nurse. I still am a Registered Nurse. I don’t work at it right now but it’s
always in my heart. I went on the farm and found a whole new different amazing life
out there.

0

Q:

How old were you when you married?

A:

Twenty-one.

Q:

So you had finished your nursing. Had you ever practiced as a Registered Nurse?

A:

for just a short while. And then, after we were married and as my kids started to
grow up, I did some school substitute nursing. And, I did some Girl Scout Camp
nursing in the summer. I did things where my kids were, you know? I was a home
mom.

Q:

So then you started into farming immediately when you came back...?

A:

Right, right. We had probably fifty head of milk...daiiy cattle that we milked.

Q:

How many acres?

A:

We leased the farm at that time on the other side of Monroe. It was eight-five acres.
It’s now the Town Park of Monroe. We stayed there for nine years and then we.. .we
purchased this farm.

Q:

fifty head was a large herd then.

A:

It was a large herd.

Q:

Did you have milking machines?

A:

We had milking machines, yes. We also had power failures. (Laughter) My husband
used to come in with swollen hands sometimes, you know, from milking all the cows.
But of course, you know, people would come and help and stuff like that. You know,
if the power is off two, three days, once in a while like when there was a blizzard.
You know, it... it got pretty.. .pretty hard. I used to help my husband. I never helped
milk the cows but I used to help him in a lot of ways. I had three kids in the first three
years we were married so then the fourth one I had four years later. But, I’d always
be running for him. Go here, go there. I drove the trucks for him in the fields as we
chopped all the corn and the hay and back and forth. I’d always have the babies on the
truck seat with me. He was a cattle dealer, too, and we had the meat business also,
which we have, here. And, you know, that was always a very busy thing. So many
times, you know, if he had to o in one direction, he’d ask me, “Gee, could you take
all the milk cans this morning and drive them over to the dairy for me? I’m really
stuck.” “Okay.” So, off we’d go to the.. .to the dairy you know, and they’d take the
cans. It was the days before bulk tanks.
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Then the bulk tank came while we were over there. We used the bulk tank. Those kind
hook right up to the truck and they pump it out. But, when we very first got married,
we were still with the.. .the big cans.

Q:

Where was the dairy you took them to?

A:

We took some to Bomba’s Dairy.

Q:

And what town was that in?

A:

That was up in Seymour. Bomba’s Dairy for quite a while. And we sold to Parker’s
Dairy for a while down in Trumbull. Then we sold to the Connecticut Milk Producers
Association for quite a while.

Q:

Let me interrupt you for a minute. How.. .how were the connections made between
your farm and those dairies? Did they come to you or did your husband go to them?

A:

ft could be both ways. Sometimes yes, it was us. Sometimes they were short of milk
and they’d call. “Do you have extra milk or are you ready to switch?” That’s how that
went. And you know, it’s a ffinny thing. After all these years, the pricing isn’t much
different today than it was way back then when the feed costs were so much less. We
thought it was a lot, then. The feed costs today have.., and transportation, everything
is so enormous. When you consider that the price of milk per hundred is still not much
difference. It’s amazing. We don’t sell milk. I’m not really sure but it’s probably like
fifteen dollars. I don’t want to be quoted on that, but you know, I mean, we were
getting thirteen dollars way back.

Q:

Per what?

A:

Per,.. .thirteen dollars per hundred. And now, it’s.. .the thing hasn’t changed.. .and yet
the farmer’s so...

Q:

Did you talk about that when you were at the Legislature ‘cause it’s a big thing in the
President’s budget. .the New England Dairy Compact.
.

A:

Yeah, we talk about it. Yes, we talked a lot about the dairy pricing. The way the
farmers, now, make money is by increasing their workload. They put on more cows to
get more milk to bring more money and try and grow more crops and stuff to bring in
that money. But, you know, a lot of farms are going out. A lot of the dairy farms
even in Connecticut. We’ve lost a lot of dairy farms. I mean, it was just a couple of
years ago we were in the three hundreds, four hundred dairy farms. And, now we’re
down to two thirty, two thirty-five or something like that. But, we have a few dairy
farms, though, that are increasing their herd tremendously and they’re very high tech.
They’re going to make a big stab at it for themselves. It looks like they’re doing well
but you know...
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Q:

So when did you leave your original farm?

A:

We moved over here in 1961. It was spring of 1961. We bought this farm in 1959
and we gave up our lease on the other farm a little ahead of schedule.

Q:

What happened to that farm? Is it still...

A:

That’s the town park.

Q:

Oh, that’s right.

A:

It’s the swimming pools and they made a big man-made lake over there where we used
to have our cornfields. It’s now an open space, a nature walking trail all around the
lake. It’s really lovely. It’s hard for me when I go down there and I see our cornfields
that ‘s a lake instead of a field. I mean, the people that go walking around there,
sometimes I’ll meet them and I’ll just say to them, “You wouldn’t believe what this
used to be.” You know and they’ll say.. .they just can’t fathom that it was a big flat
field and they dug all the gravel out of it.

Q:

Did that happen right after you left or was there a transition?

A:

Well it was a transition. It was on the market for quite a while. Then the town bought
it and they negotiated for along time. The town was waiting for funding, too, so the
state helped fund that.

Q:

Where did the owners go?

A:

The owners still live locally. They live right near the farm. The grandfather passed
away. The owners now are in their seventies that originally owned it so you know
they’re up there. One of them, we see him all the time. He’s a friend of ours and it
used to be known as the Chacho farm. We enjoyed it very much, there. All my
children you know, were babies there. My fourth one was born here right after we
moved.

Q:

So how many acres do you have here?

A:

We have forty acres. We used to have forty-seven acres... actually, we have thirty-nine
point something. We used to have forty-seven acres but a couple of my children built
on the farm up on the other end of the property. So, we just have beef cattle now.
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Q:

Did you start with dairy?

A:

Yes, we did. We started with both. We’ve always had both but then we gave up the
dairy and continued on with the beef. We never switched to beef. Beef was always
there. Well, we stayed in the dairy farming probably to around 1970. The milk pricing
and everything just became extremely difficult; not only the pricing but, the labor.
You couldn’t get labor to come on the farm and... and work. It was very difficult to
find people. People were just.. .big industry was around out there and paying top
dollar. farming just wasn’t able to do what industry was, so, you know, a lot of people
that had done farming switched. Once in a while, you used to be able to get help to
come down from Vermont or New Hampshire or somewhere and move down this way
but even that became hard. So, my husband just decided that it was very difficult
seven days a week. You know, so he’d work the meat end of it and the beef all week.
Plus, he’d be with the dairy helpinE the hired men. They wanted every weekend off
and he’d end up working weekends. He was always the one working, you know? And
it just became very difficult. So, with the pricing and everything, he just decided it was
a good time to switch over to just be doing beef.

Q:

I’ve talked to no one else who’s done beef and raised beef for meat. Would you
describe the business a little bit? You raised the beef. How long does it take to when
you take them to be sold?

A:

Well, everything depends on how big they are when you get them. We used to raise a
lot of our own calves ‘cause we had heifers. But, we don’t do that anymore. It’s
difficult to keep the calves. You have coyotes and other things so, it.. .we. .we get
them at a certain stage or a certain weight. We like to buy them between seven, eight
hundred pounds.
.

Q:

And where do you buy them?

A:

We.. .you can buy at auction or if a private person has raised them.

Q:

Here in the state or...?

A:

Both. You can buy them.

Q:

Where are the auctions held?

A:

We usually go up into New York. Chatham, New York. You raise the animal. It
depends on the kind of meat that you want. Some animals you want to...you want to
take them fourteen, fiffeen hundred pounds. Sometimes my husband raises them more
than that. It depends, too, on the market. You know, if the market is really bad at a
certain time and even though they look like they’re ready to go, my husband being a
traditional farmer always says, “Well, hang on to them a little while, maybe the market
will go up.” Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t. But, having a meat plant right

here also, although we don’t slaughter here. We ship them to be slaughtered and then
they come back as roffing beef.

Q:

I see.

A:

You know, we kind of had the opportunity to just use it you know, to bring it into our
meat plant as we needed it. As our own market went. We didn’t have to count on
meat coming in from the west or anywhere else you know?

Q:

Where do you have it slaughtered?

A:

We have it slaughtered right now in Seymour. Yeah. We’ve had many areas of
slaughter over the years. In fact, my husband’s family owned the slaughterhouse in
Shelton for many, many years and that’s how he was raised into the slaughtering
business. And he’s a fourth generation person in the same business although they all
had their own businesses. He is the fourth generation.

Q:

How many other slauhtering houses were there and how many are there, now?

A:

Oh, there used to be many, many, many slaughterhouses in the state of Connecticut.
Probably way back when the Federal.. Federal Meat Order came in with Federal
Inspection. A tot of them at that time, the upgrading and everything was very strict,
and a lot of them at that time decided to go out because it was very expensive to
upgrade and modernize the plants keep on top of everything. It’s always been a
challenge to always be there.

Q:

So is Federal inspection done here?

A:

Yes.

Q:

Itis.

A:

It’s done at every level. It’s done at the slaughtering plant. They have inspectors that
test all the anhnals. They test them for disease. They test them for drugs. They test
them to make sure that they haven’t been treated for anything by the farmer. All these
things are to protect the people, the consumer. And, we have an inspector. In fact,
our inspector who was here when you drove in the yard, in the green car. He’s here
every day. So every bit of meat that...

Q:

Is he hired by your company?
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A:

No. It’s the federal Government. All the meat is always stamped. Everything within
the meat business today is very strict. In fact, they have just recently come out with all
new.. .new rulings on food and safety from the USDA. There’s a new plan called
HASAP, things within the meat, that is going into effect. Some of them already are
in the bigger plants. We have already been on HASAP. But a whole new thing is
going to be coming in after the first of the year where they’re even stricter on the
meat. We’ve always kept our plant clean. Thank goodness, we have an extremely
good record in the USDA and in the.. .in the Federal meat plant. My husband.. .he takes
great pride in knowing that the place is clean and that his meat is good.

Q:

Does the Federal inspector travel around the New England... Southern New England
States.., does he...?

A:

No. He’s based right here and he’ll go through just a few other places in this area in a
day. He could be back here twice in a day or he could be here.. .it depends on what
we’re doing that day, but he is here every single day.

Q:

Interesting.

A:

They inspect everything. They inspect for cleanliness. They inspect the meat for.. .for
its health. They inspect the refrigeration that everything is working, there. They inspect
that your trucks are clean. They inspect that your outside perimeters are clean. They
inspect your water that your water is not contaminated and that it’s a good source.
They check.. .check any chemicals that you’re using there for cleaning. Everything has
to be according to their rules and regulations. So, it’s a very, very strict thing. It
would be very hard for anyone, I believe, to start up in this business today on a small
scale. In order to do it you either have to do it big.. .we’re grandfathered in as a small
plant but we’re like on the dying end of. ..of a small plant. They’re just not in existence
anymore. They’re very few and far between. And you know, there’s only a couple
left in the State of Connecticut that are still Federally inspected.

Q:

Do any of your children.. .do you see them.. .what will happen to the business?

A:

The business, our business will end up being closed. Yep. None of. .1 have three
daughters that all have their own careers and... and my son is in his own career. He did
stay with his dad for many years. In fact, he still is here to help him whenever he
needs him to help do things for him. But, he’s a sergeant in the police department and
he’s very happy with his job over there. And...yep, so you know, things do change.
We’re happy that he’s happy with hisjob. You know, in ways it’s been a very good
life. And, it’s been a very, very hard business, extremely hard business. I think it’s
harder.. it’ s harder than most agricultural businesses. I believe.

Q:

Having to keep up.. .I’m thinking of the dairy industry too, when.. .when it went to bulk
tank. Every time you’re reinvesting in new equipment and new things. Then you have
that to keep updated. With each regulation there’s a new...

A:

Oh, that’s the process that kills the companies, it’s that updating. It’s really.. .it’ s really
expensive to add on all the time. Even out here you know, I mean years ago when you
just boned and put it in barrels and you rolled it on. Now you need vacuum machines
to vacuum certain pieces of meat up. For storage, you need the big freezers. You
need needling machines.

Q:

Whatisanee...

A:

A needling machine is a machine that tenderized meat. It like has all these zillion
needles going down through it. It’s all big pieces of equipment that cost thousands of
dollars each piece. So you know, for a small person it’s hard. For a big person you
know, there’s great big plants out there that do big, big business.

Q:

Do you have your own trucks?

A:

We have, yes.

Q:

So that’s another things to do, too.

A:

Yep.

Q:

This is almost to the end of one side of the tape. When we start the other side of the
tape, we’ll go back to the Farm Bureau.

A:

Okay. My husband has really enjoyed his business, has always had great pride in
running his business. He’s so happy always to bring satisfaction to his customers. He
always comes in with a smile at night. I don’t know how he does it, sometimes, with

the
long hours and the things he’s up against all the time. He’s always keeps a happy
outlook. And, always feel that “Today’s a bad day, tomorrow will be better.” That’s
what’s kept him in this business long after so many others have gone by the wayside.

Q:
A:

What do you think has been his greatest satisfaction?
That he has been able to maintain, and, have a great record in USDA. And, that when
he retires, which won’t be too far away, he’ll have the satisfaction that he’s done his
best and he feels he did a good job, and raised a wonderful family, here on the farm.

Q:

What about your satisfaction?

A:

I feel the same way he does.

1

(End of side

one.)

...the farm has been good. The farm has been hard for...as a farm wife because of his
long hours. But, it’s been a great satisfaction having all the kids and the grandkids on
the farm and being able to be a helping hand whenever I could and yet be a home
mom. That was important to me, to be able to be a home mom.
(Tape interruption.)

Q:

Would you talk about how you got involved with the Farm Bureau?

A:

As I started to say before, we were members of the farm Bureau. Then I met some
Farm Bureau women through my husband’s business, they got to know me. As a
cattle dealer, my husband got around to the different farms. A few of the women
called me and asked me if I wanted to join them at their local County Farm Bureau
Women’s meetings. This was way, way back in the ‘60’s.

17

So I said, “Sure.” It sounded interesting. I went to a couple of meetings and then we
were starting to have dinners. They had what they call Rural Urban Lunches where
we used to have maybe twenty.. .twenty Farm Bureau women. They’d invite people
from the city or people who weren’t involved in agriculture at all or... or people maybe
from town council of somebody so that we could inform them about agriculture and
the needs for them to understand agriculture. What we were all about and why we had
to do certain things. Why you had to see slow tractors on the road and why, maybe
seasonally, you would have to smell the cow manure when they spread the fields in the
spring, and so forth. There were all kinds of discussion like that to bring agriculture
education to. .to our nonagricultural people. I became very interested in.. .in all of that
and little by little I started getting further involved. Then I started going to a few State
meetings where they had State Women’s Luncheons. I enjoyed that very much
although I never individually became active in everything I was active with the group.
And then in 1977, we went to Hawaii with the Farm Bureau on a convention. I was
just so overwhelmed with.. .there were twelve or fourteen thousand people at the
convention. I just wondered what it was really all about as a nation in agriculture; all
the issues and all the programs and the things that you could really get doing. That
stuck in my mind. And, we started to go to a few of those. Each year we’d go to a
different place with Farm Bureau. Then oh, back in the early ‘80’s or middle ‘80’s, a
friend of mine.. .1 was at a State Women’s Committee Luncheon. They called it Ladies
Day Out in those days. And they announced that they need a chairperson from
Fairfield County You know, I never considered myself as to ever thinking of doing
anything like that. Somebody said, “Well, gee Alyce why don’t you think about taking
on that?” And I said, “Nah, I probably I couldn’t do that.” And so I said, “Oh, I’ll
give it a try anyway.” If I don’t like it I could always leave right? So I became the
Representative for Fairfield County and stayed in that position for a number of years.
Then one day I was asked if I would like to be State Women’s Chair and I said, “Oh,
you know, that sounds challenging. I think maybe I will do that.” So I’m now in my
third two-year term as State Women’s Chair. I really enjoy it. You know, I try to
bring out a lot of things in there that are of interest. I try to have tours constantly
planned and I try and have Ag education always in the front of our programs. I invite
speakers to come in for leadership skills and programs and... and I’m always working
on goals of Farm Bureau Women. We just had a seminar for three days up in.. .in New
York State. We have a little summerhouse up there in the mountains and it’s in no
man’s land. So, six of us went up there for three days last week. We brainstormed and
goal set and we.. .we completed planning a lot of projects. We’re making a book, a
Women’s Committee book and our health and safety program is coming out with a
new bacteria puppet. We worked on that. We just had all the tables, all the floors
were wall to wall of stuff that we were working on. I’ll tell you, the Farm Bureau
office would be amazed at what we accomplished up there. It’s goal setting that we
did and brainstorming and.. .it was just really a wonderful experience so the committee
decided they’d like to do that every year. So we’ll see. But so I like to do things like
that.

1Q

Q:

Did you.. .when you were in school, either high school or college, were you involved in
activities?

A:

I was. I was in the French club in high school and I was in the dramatics club. I was
in the high school Senior Class Play an stuff like that. In nursing I was...I was pretty
active. I was nominated as my class president. I turned it down though. It’s funny, I
did turn it down. But, I was always sorry after, that I did turn it down. Then I went
back and I took a refresher course in nursing about twenty years ago. At the time, they
told me I should have been a nursing arts instructor because I enjoyed education all the
time and I enjoyed working with people and helping them to learn. And so...and it’s
funny that they told me that because it was always kind of in the back of my mind but
never anything that I really pursued, you know? So I think all of this has come along
to.. .to maybe fill that slot somehow without me even realizing it. I worked my way
into a... a leadership program and... and I’m really enjoying it. I en... I enjoy the
satisfaction of seeing my committee grow. Grow in leadership skills and where they
are now. I see them grow and blossom. And I see what we accomplish and to me it’s
very rewarding.

Q:

Can we branch off on another part a little bit? Would you talk about some of the
issues you think farm wives and farm women, farm daughters, have had to.. .to have as
part of their lives?

A:

Well, one of the issue is to know that the demands on a family by farm people are
much greater than your neighbors who work nine to five. I think your kids are much
more ready for a business world when they get out because they’ve had all of these
demands and they hear all the business skills constantly on the phone. When my
daughters went to college; my second daughter went to the same college as my first
daughter. My first daughter did very well at college and when my second daughter
went there, they said to me, “Could you please tell us what it is about your kids that
are so ready for the business world?” I said, “We live on a farm. We live in a
business. They hear business all day, seven days a week. They live in the business
world so it’s you know, it’s there for them.” And so I...I think with that, they grow
you know? I see the agricultural students out in the world with the Discussion
Conferences and the Discussion Meets and these seventeen-year-old kids and eiEhteen,
nineteen-year-old kids; the things that they talk about and the knowledge that they
have coming out of the.. the Ag schools. Well, I don’t have the opportunity to listen
to regular high school kids that much. I know my own grandkids do well. But, I’ll tell
you. I was just asked to.. .to be ajudge on the discussion meet for the State of
Connecticut students, this annual meeting. My first answer was, “You know, I always
sat there and watched the Discussion Meet and I said, Thank God I’d never want that
job because they ‘re alt so great, really.” I think (they’re good) because the kids
have the opportunity to get out there and know all these farm issues right from first
day they go into the Ag schools. And, if they go to Kansas or Nashville or where ever
they’re going for Discussion Meet or riEht here within our state where they usually
start out... First they have to win state awards to go onto nationals. It’s just amazing
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the skills that they develop along the way. And, it just blows my mind sometimes that
they know all this knowledge about all the stuff that’s going on in the world. It’s
amazing.

Q:

Is this part of the Ag actual curriculum or is it part of FFA? [Future Farmers of
Americaj

A:

It’s both. Young Farmers can get in there and they don’t have to be FFA, they could
just be Young Farmers. In an Ag school every.. .eveiy student going to an Ag school
is not FFA. FFA is separate from...

Q:

It’saclub. It’sagroup.

A:

They’re wonderful. I love the FFA kids.

Q:

They come on campus and they’re just.. .you see them in the halls and there’s
something about them.

A:

Yeah. We had an FFA student win our scholarship last night and she.. .We had another
one too win a scholarship, Hillary Sepe won it. Her sister won it several years back
and Erin Sepe is at UConn right now. And she’s running right now for national office
of the FFA. I’ll tell you, she is the person to really watch down the line for somebody
who’s gonna be there. She always says, “I have one job that I want in life and that I
want to be Secretary of Agriculture for the United States.” I took her to Washington
on an international leadership program a few years ago. I said Em, “You just gotta
come to these.. .this program because there are so many people there from USDA and
just women around the world.” We met wonderful women around the world and I
introduced her to all these people and she met Secretary (of Agriculture) Dan
Glickman. I was right there with her and she told him, she said, “Someday, this is the
job I want you know.” Andjokingly he says, “You want it tonight Erin, you can have
it.” You know.

Q:

I’m sure there are days.

A:

So, you know the kids are.. .they’re great.

And her sister, last night she said someday she wants to be very involved in Food and
Drug Administration on a I think, on a Washington, D.C. level. So you know, these
are kids that are going places.

Q:

Now are these.. .are these two sisters, for example, do they live on a farm now?

A:

They do, sheep.

Q:

Sheep. Where is this?

A:
Newtown, Sandy Hook. Plus they take care of other people’s sheep. She shows
people’s
Sheep. They’re.. .they’re very, very active. There father’s a VoAg teacher up in
Storrs.

Q:

I just keep thinking.. .1 ran into the hardware store, True Value. I got talking to a
young man who was mixing paint for me and, something he said, I said, “Do you live
on a farm?” And he said, “Yes.” And he was.. .he is third generation and he was
talking about he and his brother wanted to continue farming. Another day I was back
in, he said, “I’d like you to meet my cousin. They’re going to go to New Hampshire to
start a farm because they don’t think they can keep farming in Connecticut.”

A:

Yeah. A lot of people have moved out of state. But you know, people who have big
family farms, they’re mostly.. .they’re staying here.

Q:

What would you consider a big family farm? Either in size or in...

A:

It doesn’t have to be big. It could be just volume.

Q:

All right.

A:

And small farms. I don’t mean to say just a big farm is going to.. .but if they’re.. .if
they’ve really got farming in their blood and their farm is producing, why not stay
here? But, if they found that their farm.. .say some of the kids want to say in farming
also and maybe it’s not working out here for the family, some can branch off and start
their own somewhere else. It’s very hard to start up farming, here. If you stay on a
family farm it’s one thing but ifyou have to buy a farm and start out farming, that’s the
hard part. The land in Connecticut is not cheap to start farming. So, that’s one lure to
go distant, is the cheaper land. But you have to look at the flip side. Connecticut has
the consumers. You go to rural Vermont or somewhere, they don’t have all the
consumers. (Here),you take your farmers’ markets and you.. .you take your pick-yourown stands or your farmers that have opened up for agritourism, they have to have
cops directing the traffic. There’s so many people that are going there in the height of
the seasons whatever they are; whether it’s strawberries or pumpkins or you know,
whatever. Apple picking, blueberries you know, hayrides, sleigh rides. They have all
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kinds of stuff going on with... You go pick your Christmas tree today, you get a sleigh
ride, a hayride, a.. .1 mean agritourism is a big thing right in our Connecticut. So you
know, if they’re happy here and they’re doing well and able to produce, they’re going
to stay here. You know, if it’s somebody that has to start a farm and is breaking away
for whatever reasons. You know, a lot of times kids leave the farm because it’s hard
for the parents to pass on the reins, which is too bad. It’s too bad to lose them that
way.
.

Q:

You mean as the... .usually the father...

A:

He can’t give it up in a lot of instances. That makes it difficult on some of these kids.

Q:

Which keeps the children in a child-like stage rather than coming up to the business as
a...

A:

Right. I hear this all.. .all the time at meetings. They have programs out now to
help.. .help people to learn how to know that their kid could do a good job.

Q:

Interesting.

A:

To learn how to accept that and to learn how to slowly pass it down. You know, it’s
not like a company where things, in order. It’s up to that dad who’s. ..who’s got his
way of doing it and maybe there’s no other way but his, you know?

Q:

What kind of groups is this presented to?

A:

I think we’re having a workshop on that in our State Annual Meeting. There’s
somebody there that’s going to be working on stress and family relationships on the

farm.
I’m quite certain that there’s a program like that going on. I guess that’s a problem in
a
lot of families, you know. Thank goodness, it’s not that way, here. My husband and
my
kids get along nicely. In some families it’s just very difficult.

Q:

What do you think women contribute to the farm? You’ve told me about your life but
are there any other things that you’ve heard of that were.. .if it were a different kind of
farm, what other kind of things would they contribute?
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A:

I think women contribute a lot. I think the women.. .the women, by being the leaders
that they are, bring a social life into the house. They bring.. .they bring all of the health
and safety. The husband’s so busy working it’s usually the wives that develop the
safety programs and.. .and stuff like that. You know, all.. .all of the issues. The go Out
and learn the issues. The men are busy.. .I’m not saying all the men but.. .but even way
back, this is how women started, I think, being involved. They had to protect the.. .the
family on the rural farm while the husband worked. They would take the time to.. .to
do programs and to try and get the rural women together to.. to do.. .learn safety skills
and you know, little by little... In the very first year of Farm Bureau, women didn’t
exist, really. It was a men’s organization, in the first year. Not that it was announced,
as such. but Farm Bureau women weren’t recognized until maybe a year or two
later.. .the farm Bureau started in 1919. I think that the women started doing little
things within the men’s.. within the organization and that the men found out that they
were a necessary part of it. Little by little, as they saw women accomplishing things
for them, they decided that they should be accepted as equal members. They could be
members.

Q:

Not auxiliary members, they’re members of the Farm Bureau.

A:

Right. Then it was in 1934 I think when the first Federation of Women’s Group was
founded. I e-mailed out to Illinois to the National Farm Bureau office and I asked
them specifically if they had anything on the history of Farm Bureau women because I
was going to be doing this project with you. I told them... ‘cause I have the e-mail but I
don’t have a printer... so I told them to send it to me by mail. So, this is your copy of
Farm Bureau Women History.

Q:

Thank you very, very much. Absolutely wonderful. Okay. Oh, that’s terrific.

A:

I thought you would really enjoy that. This is the cover page.

Q:

Absolutely. Thank you very, very much.

A:

I tried all over to get that. I called New Hampshire ‘cause I knew the Farm Bureau
Federation of Women I believe, was started, there. It was called the Farm Bureau
Federation Association or something. It was started in New Hampshire I believe, in
1934 but this goes before that. So I made quite a few contacts before I finally got this
information for you.

Q:

I appreciate it.

A:

And I think you will enjoy reading a lot of that.

Q:

I want to go back to the women’s’ role on the farm again. I’ve called some place and
they’ve said, “Talk to my wife.” And then sometimes I’ll talk. as you said, men are
working and the wives...
.

.

A:

I mean, a lot of wives work right along with the husband, too.

Q:

That’s right, but they want me to talk to them because they’ve been the manager.
They’ve been like almost like the person who fills out the reports, who does the...

A:

Oh, yeah they do. All the office stuff. A lot of the men don’t want to be bothered
with that at all and little by little, you know, the women have. ..a lot of women have
become the investors. They’ve become, you know, trust has come onto a lot of
women on the farm for.. .for financials. I’m not saying all the farms but a lot of them,
you know. They’re.. .they’re full partners there. And you know, the women do.. .do
meetings, they do.. .they go you know, to.. .if there’s something to do in a town board
about zoning or filing for farm tax exemptions or what. Women are very involved in
all this stuff you know. And I know, my husband counts on me. Over the years, I did
the bookkeeping... for years and years. It’s only the past few years, maybe ten years,
my daughter’s been helping once a week. She comes on a Wednesday. But generally,
generally the wives are the ones that are very involved with that. So, all the men were
the ones on the Board of Directors. Now we’ve got a lot women on the Board of
Directors. We’ve got women.. .we’ve already had two women be State Presidents.
We’ve already had two women County Presidents. One of them, Litchlield County, is
just coming on as a County President this Novem. next month. And one just went
out. By the way, these are all women from Women’s Committee. So those leadership
skills really work.
. .

Q:

Have you been involved in any local activities, commissions, boards.

A:

No. I someday would like to get on a board in our town. That’s my next thing.

Q:

You have a lot of skills, now. I mean, the same kind of thing that you’ve been doing
here would.. .would work well on a local thing.

A:

Um hmm. I’m leaning towards that for the near future.

Q:

What is it with more women going to work? Now you’ve got more and more women
going off the farm to work. What kind of a difference has that made?

A:

It’s made a huge difference in committee members. It’s made a huge difference in a
lot of the farms that...they miss the wife on the farm, of course. But I think a lot of
farms, the wife still can’t do that. But a lot of farms the women.. .the women have to
do that to supplement that farm income. So it’s not only necessary for the women to
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do it, but it’s encouraged by the husband. That may help them save the farm. So in
many instances, it’s that income that’s keeping the farm together more than what the
farm is bringing in.

Q:

Would you have any idea about...now I ask this question because one of our Ag
agents was asked to fill out a report by Cornell about how many small farms there
were in Connecticut. She asked me what a smallfarm was defined as. And I said,
“Well, they’ve changed this in USDA. Ask Cornell how they will define a small farm.”
And they said Two hundred andfifty thousand dollars a year gross.

A:

Oh, so they’re going by money end of it.

Q:

Yeah. And meanwhile USDA has changed theirs from a thousand dollars to ten
thousand dollars. And I’m thinkinE, that’s a big difference between somebody
thinking ten thousand dollars is identifiable as a farm and then, you’ve got another
source saying that two hundred and fifly thousand dollars gross is to be considered a
small farm. I’ve talked to some people who’ve said, We don ‘t come anywhere near
close to that.

A:

Well of course not, most don’t. But farms as far as the town zoning goes, five acres
could be a farm. If you have five acres you could have a farm. You know, on five
acres you could have a lot of chickens. You could produce a lot of pumpkins on five
acres. So you know, there are things. You may have an outside job; this could be
part-time. But in order to be classed by the town as a farm, to have that in the first
place ,‘cause you cannot have an animal in my town on anything less than five acres.
So that is our zoning law here.

Q:

It’s come up in the Northeast because of 4-H projects and having a lamb or something
and what it takes. So someone’s working it up in that part of the state.

A:

Right, right. And a lot of it depends on your neighbors too. If you have tolerant
neighbors that don’t complain, sometimes the towns don’t bother you. But you know,
if you’re causing a nuisance, then.. .then they may come and stop you. Sometimes
they’ll let you get away with a little something you know? But as soon as you’re a
nuisance, forget it. Then you can’t keep that. So it depends. It depends on your
neighbors, how tolerant they are and what kind of a thing you’re trying to do. And
you know, farming today, the rules and regulations. With animals with wetlands and
streams, you know, you just have to abide by so many things. So even here, you
know, we had to do a lot of fencing because of the stream to protect the waterways.
You’re constantly.. .you’re constantly having to keep up on all the new things they
come up with, you know? Pesticides and.. .we don’t use pesticides because we don’t
really grown anything. We have all beef cattle so that’s one problem that doesn’t
bother us. We have all pasture. We buy all our feed whereas years ago, we used to
grow it all. Now we buy it all. You know, farming.. .farming has become difficult.
One of... one of the big things in pesticides and environment is this new food quality
protection where they want to take away a lot of certain kinds of pesticides and
chemicals. Well, if something has definitely been proven to be harmful, that’s okay.
But, they haven’t done the real sound science on it. They’re taking it away before
something else is in place. You can be sure that the fanner is not going to be able to
produce a crop that’s going to be profitable or to be good in the eyes of the consumer
because they want everything so perfect it’s unbelievable. They don’t want the corn
with a worm in it. And, the stores today, they don’t even want crooked cucumbers.
Everything has to be straight. All the crooked cucumbers go to Foodshare and stuff
like that because .the stores, everything isn’t marketable today. If they’re not straight
cucumbers, they can’t pile them nicely in their bins. I mean, this sounds crazy but this
is the absolute truth. I saw truckloads of cucumbers, just because they were bent, all
go to Foodshare, which, by the way, is a wonderful thing. We are collecting for
Foodshare, too, by the way. This is one of our Women’s Committee projects. We’re
taking all surplus food by truckload to our State Annual Meeting. Sponsored by
Women’s Committee, it’s going to go to Connecticut Foodshare for the Needy. And
it will all be free produce. But, it really blew my mind when I found out that stores
will not take crooked cucumbers or anything else.
. .

Q:

I was just thinking that tomatoes are so compact and squarish now because they pack
better than round ones.

A:

Oh, yeah, they’re all certain size and everything. I mean, the consumers have put on
such demands, they don’t even realize it anymore. And.. and the market and the stores
and all these go back to the farmer. Now if haWyour crop is crooked and you got to
sell these cucumbers, you know I mean. I don’t even stop to think what did a farmer
lose because his cucumbers were crooked. I mean, it sounds crazy but it’s bizarre.
It’s true. You know, the consumers are so spoiled with everything the best and

wanting everything perfect but yet they don’t want pesticides. They don’t want this;
they don’t want that. Farmers don’t want bad pesticides, either. But just don’t clean
them all off of the market before you got something in there that’s gonna .sound
science we call it. Make sure you checked it out before you just pull it away. Don’t
make a great big scare when there really wasn’t a scare. I’ve seen that happen.
..

Q:

I have two questions, final questions. What do you think Connecticut can contribute
to agriculture.. .1 mean the competition from other parts of the country and the world,
what is Connecticut’s niche?

A:

Well, Connecticut has a lot of very good niches. We’re the largest producer of
mushrooms in the United States. You know, as much as I’m not a smoker and
(tobacco)
(Tape interruption. Daughter enters)

Q:

You’ve just given me the sheet that was done about what Connecticut has in
agriculture. Yet the real question becomes the mindset. I read something on a website
that Connecticut had little appreciable agriculture, good harbors and aquaculture,
though, because of its poor soil. People talk about the Midwest being the model and
they talk about how everything’s declining in numbers of producers. But Al Cowan
has said, not in what we actually produce. I keep thinking, how.. .how do we.. .how do
we define what it is, why agriculture in Connecticut has value.

A:

Well, because of modern technolqgy, and Connecticut has much smaller farms
certainly than the vast farms that are out in the midwest, vast farms does not always
mean vast production. Modern technology has brought about greater production on
smaller farms. Farms, years ago, say back in ‘3 0’s and ‘40’s, the average farm used to
only feed twenty, twenty-five people. Early 1900’s, they used to feed seven, eight
people, one family. Now, the average farm feeds a hundred and twenty-seven people.
That is not because they have increased the size of their farm. It’s because technology
has improved so much with seeds, with land usage, that the same five acres can
produce so much more than it did before. And.., and that all has to do with
technology. There’s better seeds out there. There’s.. .there’ s better fertilizer products.
Everything is so much better and so the volume is better. Right. Your corn stalks
years ago, used to be smaller. Now your corn stalks are bigger, with more ears.
Your.. .your apple trees through technolqgy, with proper pruning and proper taking
care of, the production can be so much greater. Storage, all of these things have
changed and Connecticut I think, a lot of you pick-your-owns and your local farm
stands. People, now, in Connecticut, I think that they have learned that they always
want fresh good product. And, they know where it’s at. They know where to get it.
Through farm markets, farm stands. They go there now. They can’t wait to see that
first sign up, SWEET CORN or FRESH TOMATOES. You know, people have
learned... consumers have become educated in what they want. They are willing to go
to the farm and buy it. Certainly, a ..I mean, a lot of them go to the grocery store,
too, but...
.
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Q:

But there are some people that don’t have the transportation or access or the time.
That is another Foodshare issue, access to the food.

A:

Right. I think that’s not correct about our soils. You know, we have beautiful soils.
We have all different kind of soils. You have riverbed soils, you have.. .1 mean,.. .1
don’t know who wrote that but...

Q:

Somehow a different story has to get out to where people are thinking and writing. So
let’s close this by saying, is there anything else you want to add to this? Anything
that’s tickled your memory or you mind about either the Farm Bureau Women or your
family’s agriculture or your role as a leader in the Farm Bureau Women? Any of that?

A:

My role as a leader I think you know, I will always be thankful for the opportunity to
have served in the position that I have served. I personally feel that I have
accomplished a real lot. I’m not going by the eyes of anyone else but I feel selfsatisfaction in what I see has been accomplished. I will be very content with what I
have done. I will have no regrets for the years that I have put into this.

Q:

Would you talk about your husband’s support? We started
turned the tape on.

A:

I originally said that I feel that any woman who is involved in any... any organization,
but I’m especially speaking of Farm Bureau women. In order to fulfill the
commitment that’s necessary to do it, the time, the challenges, the stress
sometimes.. without the husband being in full support and helping in every way by
knowing sometimes she’s not going to be there for dinner or maybe didn’t have time
to make, that night. I think you need a very special partner in order to fulfill this job.
If my husband wasn’t understanding for the time that I’m on the road and from the
time I’m at meetings sometimes late at night and everything, I would not be able to do
what I’m doing. And I’m really grateful that he not only backs me up on this but he
helps me out if I... if I need help getting everything into the car or... or planning our
own pleasures on things that we do to work around my commitments of Farm Bureau.
And...and he always is happy to do that. He’s very proud of what I do and I...I think
that’s wonderful that...that we have always shared that you know. I’m proud of what
he does and he’s very proud of what I do. He was at our County Annual Dinner last
night and when I got home, he said to me, “You know,” he said, “you amaze me.” He
said, “I just never know whatyou’re going to come up with next and what you do,” he
said, “and it’s so rewarding to me to hear everybody afterwards, you know,
complement on.. .on the programs that you do.” So... so it takes a great man to have a
great woman.
.

Q:

Thank you very, very much.
(Tape mterrupUon.)

Out

that way before I

a,

A:

He talks about his father and his grandfather and how they used to come from Shelton
and go up to Danbury. They’d go on the train and they’d drive the cattle from
Danbury, down the street. The back streets to the slaughterhouse in Shelton. It just
amazed me...

Q:

They were taken by boxcar?

A:

No, they would go by train. And they’d buy them up there, Then they’d have to drive
them walking.. .walldng with the animals all back down to Shelton.

Q:

Oh,my.

A:

This was in the early 1900’s. You know, I just can’t imagine herds of cattle coming
down from Danbury to Shelton. His grandfather and the uncles, they all did that. They
had to drive them. I always thought that was so interesting because it’s so far removed
from today. You know, .1 mean, my husband knows how to handle wild bulls.
People who have raised a bull on a farm who wouldn’t even go near the thing because
it’s so mean and ugly. I don’t know, my husband just has a real knack. He can get in
there and he can get that thing. I can’t tell you how many prayers were said at home
that he got home safe when I knew that he was doing something like this. But he
always had a knack for.. .for getting that animal safely into the truck and not having the
farmer be hurt or... or himself.
.

Q:

.

Did he learn most of this by experience? Did he go to school? Did he go on.. on to
animal husbandry or anything?

‘0

A:

No, no, he did not. He learned it all.

Q:

I’m finding a lot ofpeople like this.

A:

Yeah1 yep. He’s got a very good judge of an animal. He can tell an animal’s weight.
I’ll tell you, he can look at it and he can guess it to the pound. It’s amazing. He. ..we
used to have this other couple, years ago, that we always went out to dinner with and
the guy was in the same business as Burt is and he’d always say to him, “Well, I’m
going to sell you this cow and it’s going to weight sixteen fifty-one.” And Burt would
say, “Well, I’m going to tell you. I say it’s’going to weight sixteen thirty-two.” He’d
hit it right on the button. So we were getting these free dinners every... (Laughter)
finally, the guy says, “You win, I’m losing money.” But I mean, you just develop the
skill for it and the knack of it you know, it’s really ffinny. You know, he could look at
an animal and he could tell just by looking at it Wit’s going to be meat or fat. You
know, with the hide on it. You know, he knew that animal even when the hide was off
‘cause he knew the confirmation of any...every animal he bought. The confirmation
meant everything in the meat business, of how it was going to turn out and
which.. .which roasts were going to be this size and which were going to be that. It’s
just something that you have to have learned from a child. He’s really mastered the art
of knowing his animals. Mi of his animals out here now, he pets them. I don’t care if
they’re bulls or steers or cows, he can go right up to ‘em but yet he knows.. .he knows
the danger. He knows you never turn your back on ‘em. You have to have eyes in the
back of your head. He never wants his animals abused out there. They’re always his
baby pets. He’s always good to his animals.

Added Notes: “Food Check-out Day” (A Women’s Committee project)
food CheckOut Day is the day established by the USDA as to how much of our disposable
income will go toward food for the year. Febmmy 9th is the date that has been selected for this year. It goes by
last year’s average. It compares to our taxes. You have to work until May 10th in the year to pay our taxes for
the year. Each state has developed its own program. A lot of them work with Ronald McDonald’s House to
teach the program.
In our state, we’ve gone into stores. The store has allowed us to go in and set up a booth. And,
county-by-county, money is donated; such as, Fairfield County. to pay for a customer’s edible groceries. We
ask customers to participate as they check out, that we will pay for their edible groceries. People are amazed at
the amount of money spent on “non-groceries.” We had one man with a $176. bill; $76 in groceries.
The check-out people, too. “Once they’ve seen it, they all learn.” One told us that she was
going to talk about “non-grocery” items when people complained about their bill.
January, 2000 PS by Myce Block. (When edited transcript was returned to Project Director.) Since this
interview was done, I was elected in Houston, in January to be the American farm Bureau women’s
Committee Representative from the Northeast. WestVA to the Canadian border. I have a lot more travel, now.
Went to National Food Checkout Day in Nashville, Tenn., and I will soon be leaving for Colorado Springs to a
National Women’s Conunittee conference with over 500 women attending. I am proud to be brining all my
county women chairman with me..

Insert on Page 15.
A: Okay. My husband has really enjoyed his business, has always had great pride in running his business
and he’s so happy always to bring satisfaction to his customers. He always comes in with a smile at night. I
don’t know how he does it, sometimes, with the long hours and the things he’s up against all the time. He’s
always keeps a happy outlook. And, always feels that “Today’s a bad day. tomorrow will be better.” That’s
what’s kept him in this business long after so many other have gone by the wayside.

Q:

What do you think has been his greatest satisfaction?

A: That he has been able to maintain: and, have a great record in USDA and that when he retires, which
won’t be too far away, he’ll have the satisfaction that he’s done his best and he feels he did a good job, and
raised a wonderful family here, one the farm.

Q:
A:

What about your satisfaction?
I feel the same way he does... (end of side one)
the farm has been good (see original, P. 15, to continue)

