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Q:

Luane Lange interviewing, Anon Eliason, November 1, 999. Thank you veiy, very
much for agreeing to do this. You asked me how I got your name and I wish I could
remember. You were recommended to me because of your background in organic
gardening. You said you wouldn’t consider yourself a farmer but you’d been doing
this a long time. Can you tell me first of all when and where were you born?

A:

I was born in North Haven, Connecticut, February 12, 1917.

Q:

How did you go about getting involved in organic...?

A:

Well, I was brought up on a farm. It was a small farm, fifteen acres, mostly apples but
we always have a few cows and chickens and so... quite a few chickens. In fact, my
father had an egg route, you know? And well, I was a product of the Depression and I
know what circumstances can arise in a person’s life. So, I was determined to have
some land of my own so when things got as critical, if they ever did, like they were in
those days, at least I could raise and produce my own food. if it wasn’t for the fact
that he had a farm, we’d have been in desperate straits then, like most of the people
were that were in bread lines and everything else. So I was determined that I was
never going to let us suffer that type of a fate. I picked up probably, although I always
raised things organically, anyway. I never used pesticides or anything because I
always used animal manures. I thought it made a lot more sense. With just common
sense and reasoning, I felt that turning to commercial fertilizers was going to be a
catastrophe eventually; particularly the use of pesticides and insecticides because it
would only be a matter of time until the insects became immune to them. And as
everybody knows now, it’s quite evident, they have to keep increasing the intensity,
the toxicity of the chemicals to fight the insects. And regardless of how powerful they

made them, even to the point where in some places the applicators are wearing space
suits, the insects manage to survive and become more powerthi.

Q:

Can we go back for a minute and talk about your family farm in North Haven? Where
was it located?

A:

It was located on Ridge Road. The state took three acres of it to put the Merritt
Parkway.. .well the Wilbur Cross Parkway, through there. They stole three acres from
us.

Q:

By eminent domain, is that what they did?

A:

Yeah. It was three acres and they took a considerable portion on the road. This piece
of land was well, probably three hundred feet on the road. It extended quite back to
the Mill River. It bordered on our land. So they offered us, in fact, they said, “Two
thousand dollars.” So we asked for somebody involved with the state to come and see
us and talk to us. So a gentleman came down, he was very nice and he said, “Well, I
told them that I thought that,” he had appraised the land and he said, “I told them I
thought they ought to give you five thousand dollars for it.” I said, “My father was
dead.” And they said, “We’ll give her half that and make her like it.” We happened to
know of Vincent Dooley who was Corporation Counsel for the City of New Haven at
that time and we engaged him.

Q:

Dooley?

A:

Yeah, Vincent Dooley. He was very active in the Democratic Party and so forth. So
we wound up with three thousand dollars. The thing that was quite disconcerting
about it was the fact that there’d been a tremendous scandal down in Fairfield County
because the politicians, the Republicans were in power I think at that time,
particularly. They got wind of this parkway going to be put through from New York
State all the way through Connecticut. So they beat it down there in Fairfield County
in the height of the Depression and virtually stole the land from the farmers. The
farmers were in a desperate state. They grabbed almost anything that was offered to
them to get a few dollars to survive. So they purchased the land where they knew this
parkway was going to go through.

Q:

Who? Developers? The State?

A:

Well, one name that I remember was a McDonald. I don’t remember whether he was
a state employee at the time. I think he probably was. But apparently they were in
cahoots and then they turned around and sold the land for the parkway of course, right
after for a lot of money.

Q:

What year would that have been, approximately?

A:

Well, it was in the ‘30’s. It was in the early ‘30’s, because they didn’t complete the
Wilbur Cross Parkway end of it until after the Second World War. That’s WI
remember correctly. That’s what created my interest in fanning and gardening.

Q:

In fanning. So then what kinds of things did you raise on.. .on the family fifteen acres?
Or, when your dad died, did you continue?

A:

My father died in ‘36 and I graduated from high school in ‘34. I went to work for a
milk distributor, dairy, Knudsen Brothers Dairy. It’s very well known.

Q:

Knudsen Brothers?

A:

Yes. I think eventually they became the largest dairy in the state. So I worked for
them. I was interested in physical culture and health. ‘Always was interested in health
and had an opportunity to get started going in the gym business in ‘39. I ran a gym in
New Haven for six years during the war. And as I say, I worked nights in
Winchester’s, ‘cause otherwise I’d have been drafted.

Q:

Now what is Winchester?

A:

Winchester Repeating Arms Company.

Q:

Oh, yes. Sure.

A:

Then when the war was over, I was laid off I was debating and had a lot of ideas in
mind, things to do that I intended to do. I went to work for Marlin’s Firearm
Company, for a short time. Then I had an opportunity to go to work for the A.E.
Ailing Rubber Company in New Haven. They’re the best known sporting goods store
in New Haven. I worked there for quite a few years. In the meantime, I had bought
this property here and we were starting on planning our organic homestead.

Q:

Now how much property do you have here.

A:

I now have about twenty-five acres. Eventually I had thirty-two.. .not to begin with.
When I began I had nine acres but the town said it was eleven acres. I didn’t find that
out ‘til many years afterwards but the taxes were insignificant. I think the first year it
was nine dollars. This was all woodland. There was a summer cottage here, a shack.
Surprisingly it was made out of chestnut and the chestnut came from an icehouse that
was on the Lake Whitney, on the edge of Lake Whitney. They used to cut the ice there
in the winter. As a child, I remember them cutting the ice and storing it there. Then I
remember my father going there and getting chunks of ice for the icebox.

Q:

Did your mother stay on the farm?

A:

Yes.

Q:

And had your father worked off-farm.

A:

Yeah, he worked off the farm all of the time. He was a pattern maker for the
Economy Concrete Company. That was a company that was located on Dixwell
Avenue in Hamden. It was the only one of its kind that I know of in those days. It’s
surprising to think that they would cast things out of cement. I’m very proud to say
that my father made the patterns for the Archway.. .the entrance to the Peabody
Museum in New Haven.

Q:

Oh.

A:

They had great difficulty getting anyone to do it. They were to going to lose the
contract when they came and asked him is he could do it. He made the forms. Then
they cast them out of concrete and they colored them with coloring and so forth. So
he worked there. Then in 1932 they laid him off and he’d been there thirty-two years.
Well, this is their reasoning. They came to him.. .the boss came to him very upset and
he says, “George,” he said, “I’ve got bad news for you.” He said, “We’re going to
have to lay you off” And of course then you didn’t have unemployment, you didn’t
have insurance, you didn’t have a clue. He didn’t have anything to tide you over..
And he said, “But you have children, boys,” he said, “that are growing up, mostly
grown up.” I was still in high school. “And they can help you.” There were almost all
Scandinavians working there. A few weren’t. They came out and said, “Well, Johnson
has two little children and Svenson has three little children and they’re more dependent
on his job. Your boys can help you. You have a farm and you have chickens and you
have a little egg route and you can survive.” So he came home and started running the
farm, raising corn principally. We had quite a few apple trees and raised apples. He
would take it to the market and then on Saturdays, we’d go and deliver eggs to an egg
route that we had in New Haven. But he died in ‘36; he was only sixty-four when he
died. He had a stroke and dropped dead in the field. And so then we more or
less.. .one of my brothers was living home. I was married and...

Q:

Your brother and your mother then ran the farm?

A:

Yeah. Well, they discon. he... he just ran it. Well, we completed the year. My father
died in May. The next year he put in some corn but then he had another job and it was
too much, so we just let it sit.

Q:

You mentioned that there was a Scandinavian community in New Haven, North
Haven?

A:

Well, there was a church in New Haven of course, in which I was brought up. It was
called the Danish Norwegian Evangelical Free Church. They were practically all
Scandinavians; Norwegians and a few Swedes; Danes. Swedes were more Lutheran
and they were.. it was part of the community. They were noted for their skills
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especially in carpentry. My father was noted as a boat builder, too. And so, somehow
I guess, the pattern making and things like that, cabinet work and carpentry was to
their liking so that there were quite a few of them active in that movement.

Q:

What was school like when you were growing up?

A:

Well, I went to what we used to call the Number Eight School in North Haven It was
located on Hartford Turnpike. It was just about a mile walk and of course, we didn’t
have kindergarten but you went to first grade. I was five years old and we walked.
Of course, we’d cut through the fields and take shortcuts and that. I went through
seven years there and then they shifted us to the Center School in North Haven. That
was in the center of North Haven and then they started busing people. The first
selectman’s son Elmer Davis, he eventually became selectman of North Haven, he had
an old, old bus. It’s a wonder it ran. He would pick us up and take us up to the center
of North Haven. I finished the rest of the seventh and eighth grade. I graduated from
There. In those days, North Haven didn’t have a high school. The closest high school
was Wallingford. We all went to Hill House High School in New Haven because it
was on the west side of the town. If I was in the center or the east side of town, I’d
have gone to Wallingford. We walked. It was just, let’s see, nine tenths of a mile from
our house to the car, the trolley line and then we’d take the trolley to New Haven. It
was a nickel fare at that time. I think it was two fares but we used to get the tickets so
it was a little cheaper.

Q:

Were there many students who lived in the rural area. I mean, did you consider
yourself living in the rural area?

A:

Oh yeah. Our closest.. .well we had one house close to us on the north side and then
the next house is Davis’. He was first selectman, Charles Davis. They were about a
quarter of a mile away. Then the other house in the other direction was.. .two houses,
were a quarter of a mile from us. Our road then was a dirt road and Dixwell Avenue,
which is a main thoroughfare now, was a dirt road. I remember when they tarred that
road.

Q:

For the first time?

A:

Yeah. And I remembered then a Mr. Knudsen who’s the originator of the dairy,
meeting with my father as we were each riding in our wagons...

Q:

Horse and wagon?

A:

Yeah, horse and wagons. He was coming down Dixwell and we were going up and
they stopped and chatted. My father said, “Gee, they’re fixing the roads up.” And Mr.
Knudsen says, “Well, I don’t know WI like this,” he says, “the bumps are a lot harder
now when they have holes then they were before when we were riding on the gravel.”

Q:

Oh. Did you have electricity?

A:

Yeah, we had electricity and then they put city water through. Some of the neighbors
wanted city water. I don’t know why but they.. .1 think they were considering
developing. I figure it was a selling point. But we never had city water, we had our
own well and we never had any need for it. I don’t think we ever put it in before we
sold the place.

Q:

Do you know what’s in that location now?

A:

Well, it’s all residential. Our particular piece of property was bought by the Herbert
Pierce Real Estate Company. Very well noted here and I guess, throughout the
country even. But anyway, they purchased that property from us and paid us very well
considering the times. Then he developed what is now called “Westview” I think it is.
Westview. They were palatial homes in there. There’s quite a few palatial homes.

Q:

So they bought your land and other land around there?

A:

Well, no, they just bought our land. And then others developed other sections of it. I
was gone from there then. I wasn’t living there. Then my mother went down south
and lived with my sister in Atlanta, Georgia for many years. Then she came up here
and spent the last three years in a convalescent home. She was ninety-five at the... she
was an absolutely unbelievable person. She was so tiny that... In those days they had
shopping bags of paper, hard paper, and it had the handles and all that were sort of a
loop of heavy cord. She would fill it with I don’t know why she went and delivered
eggs sometimes. But, she did a lot. Maybe it was after my father died. I think we still
had chickens. She would fill those bags up with eggs in cartons; fill them right up to
the top so she couldn’t even pull the cords together on the top to carry them. She’d
hook her little finger on one and her thumb on the other. She’d take two bags like that
and then she’d take off to the city with them. She had to walk down to the trolley.
She’d go through this field to cut the distance. She was so short that she couldn’t let
her arms out all the way, she had to hold them up.

Q:

Because they’d drag.

A:

Yeah. And she’d go down, get on the trolley, go into New Haven, deliver the eggs to
the customers, take the money and go down to State Street. You didn’t have
supermarkets then. There was an A & P Store and I think a First National Store down
near the Hamden Town Hall after a while on Whitney Avenue where we would get the
bus. But things were much cheaper on State Street in New Haven so she’d take the
money that she had and then she’d go and buy meat and whatever, articles we needed
that we didn’t have on the farm. And she’d fill the bags up. I remember vividly
looking out the window around four or four-thirty and here she.. she never walked,
she was always. ..we used to laugh and say, she’s always on a trot. She’d come
running up this steep hill with these two bags still holding them up like that running up

this hill, right up to the house. She’d come in and say, “Oh no, my goodness, my
goodness, it’s four-thirty five o’clock. Papa will be home. I got to get supper ready.”
And she’d fly out, pull some vegetables and cut on ‘em and take ‘em wash ‘em outside
under the pump and then take and cut ‘em up and cook for seven people. We had six
brothers and one sister. I have a sister that died when she was six weeks old from
whooping cough but I never knew her. I’m the youngest. My mother died just two
months short of ninety-eight.

Q:

Oh.

A:

When she was ninety-five I visited her in the convalescent home because... she wanted
to come up here she said, to be with her boys. My sister said, “Well, you know if you
go up there, you’re going to have to go in a convalescent home because they can’t
take care of you.” She says, “Yes, but I want to be near my boys.” So I remember
visiting in the convalescent home when she was ninety-five. We walked around the
grounds outside and she said to me, “Just look at me Anon,” she said, “I’m ninety-five
years old. I don’t have an ache or a pain. I don’t have any arthritis.” She says, “Look
at those poor people in there.” She said, “Some of them forty, fifly years old, they’re
all crippled. Just look at me.” She was amazing.

Q:

You wonder if it was genetics or if was how she lived her life. You said the
customers for the eggs were in the city. How did they know of your eggs?

A:

I don’t know. My father... I really don’t know how he got it started but it was word of
mouth, it was word of mouth.

Q:

But they were individual customers?

A:

And they were.. .these were the usually more affluent people.

Q:

What were your neighbors like? You mentioned three or four neighbors that were in
the area.

A:

Well, part of our property bordered on the south side by Willie Olsen, we’ll call him
and he was a body builder. He was with another Knudsen, might have been related to
Knudsen Dairy but it was a different family. They operated the Olsen and Knudsen’s
Body Shop. You see, when they made trucks originally, they didn’t come through
with a body on it. They came through with just the chassis and the people had their
own bodies made. They became very noted for the quality of their bodies. They had a
shop in New Haven where they made bodies for a lot of the trucks. They were
considered quite well off, much better off than the rest of us. But of course, when
they started making the bodies at the factory they were out of business. But they were
old and gone by then.

Q:

But, they had land that they farmed also?
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A:

Well, they never really farmed it that I know of They might have farmed it a little bit
in the beginning but they had enough money so they didn’t have to farm. But they
didn’t have as much land as we had.

Q:

Oh, but did they have their own garden?

A:

I don’t even remember them having one, but I assume they did. Then living across the
street from them was a family named Scow and they were Danish. And Olsen, I think
he was Danish, too. Mr. Scow farmed the land but he was a very poor fanner, very
poor. if it hadn’t been for the fact that the president of the bank that held his
mortgage was very considerate of him and felt sorry for him, he would have lost the
land where he is, before long.

Q:

How did your father happen to settle there?

A:

Well, my parents lived in New Haven.

Q:

But how did they end up there? Where had they come from?

A:

Well, my father came from Norway and my mother from Sweden.

Q:

They came into New York first?

A:

Well, no. I think they came right here because they knew somebody here. Usually
you had to know somebody and that’s why they settled here in New Haven. And of
course, they were active in the church at that time and they built their first church. My
father worked on it. Then they built three houses and my father lived in the third house
from the church, the minister in the first. My father took care of the church. But when
my brothers started coming along they thought this wasn’t a good place to bring up
children. So one day he took the trolley out to somewhere and just walked and he
walked and he saw this land on Ridge Road with a nice view. He could look across to
Bethany and so forth and he was intrigued with it. He found out that it belonged to a
Mr. Dickerman so he visited Mr. Dickerman. Mr. Dickerman owned practically
everything there, I discovered. I know it was an affluent family and very well known
historically in North Haven. So, my father bought the land from him for five hundred
dollars. He built the barn first and lived in the barn and then built the house and
moved into the house.

Q:

Oh, I see. Very interesting. So now let’s go back. So now you’ve bought this
property here. What year were you married?

A:

I was married in 1936. I’ll be married sixty-three year in ten days.

Q:

How did you meet your wife?

Q

A:

Well, I was fourteen years old. There was nobody really close by where we were, so
we went down to Centerville which was near the Hamden Town Hall. We’d all go
down there and if we had a nickel we’d buy an ice cream cone; anyway, just to look
around, see people. I saw her walking with another girl one time and I.. .well I was
fascinated by her I guess. And we got keeping company. She lived there near the
Hamden Town Hall and they were in dire straits. Her father was a piano tuner and
practically nobody could afford to have their pianos tuned even if it was only two
dollars. I used to bring milk down to ‘em .and things that we had that we had plenty
of. We went together for five years. Maybe I shouldn’t tell this but at.. .we ran away
to Brewster, New York.
. .

Q:

Brewster?

A:

Yes. That was the Gretna Green of those days. There was one other town,
Gloversville, New York where you could go. But the reason we went was because
there was a three day waiting period from the time you applied for your license here
and we didn’t have any money and we went.. .1 tell you, it’s funny. We weren’t
prepared to set up housekeeping. We didn’t have any furniture or anything. But we
had a commitment to each other. So we went to Brewster and got married. And I
forged my birth certificate. I very carefully erased the seven and put it in the
typewriter and made it five.

Q:

‘Cause you were eighteen?

A:

Oh, I was nineteen and my wife was two years. ..she’s two older than I am so she was
of age. Then we came back and we lived in our own homes and never let anybody
know. In the meantime, we’re buying furniture. I bought the wedding and the
engagement ring for twenty-one dollars from the jewelry store in New Haven. She
wore those rings for many years until they wore through. Then we got a little
bungalow. Well, actually it was a tourist cabin and we lived in that for a year. Then
we moved into a couple of rooms over in Centerville near the Town Hall there. Then
we bought this place and started building this. That’s how we wound up here.

Q:

Okay, I think we’re at the point now where you can start back at your organic work.

A:

Yeah, okay. Well, as I say, I always gardened organically. Then I saw an organic
gardening magazine on the newsstand and I thought it made a lot of sense. I
subscribed to it and we started our own garden here. We had to pull all the trees
out... cut all the trees out for the garden. In fact, all the area here that’s cleared, we
had to take trees out. first year, I was working with my brother in the garage and I
had a pickup truck with a rack body on it. Every noon hour I’d dash over to where
Wilbur Cross High School is now. There was nothing there. The City of New Haven
used to partially grind their leaves and take them from the streets and dump them
there. I’d go over at noontime and fill that truck up as full as I could. In fact, I’d fill it
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so full, I blew five tires in five weeks. But anyway, I’d come home and I’d spread it
on the area where we’re going to plant. The next spring I went out and I had a hand
tiller but a very powerful Ariens tiller, excellent machine, and I couldn’t till the garden.
The leaves were so heavy. So I went over to my brother Ray. My brother Ray lived
about a mile and a half from here and he had a big tractor. So, I borrowed his John
Deere tractor with a disk harrow. I put my son on it and he rode around for eight
hours trying to cut the leaves up. And still we couldn’t cut them up. So my wife said,
“Now what are we going to do?” I said, “We’re going to plant in the leaves.” Before
I had put the leaves on, my brother had a turkey farm, Echoridge Turkey farm and I
had put a lot of turkey manure down underneath; and, the leaves themseff. So we
planted in the leaves and had unquestioningly the greatest garden until the last two or
three years. We’ve had an excellent garden. The surprising thing is that I’d had the
soil tested because everybody said, “Oh, you got to have your soil tested.” Well,
I.. I’m not so keen on that soil testing frankly. I think there’s some politics involved.
It keeps people thinking about the Experiment Stations and the Agricultural
Department and so forth, which is good. I’m not critical of that but I don’t think it’s
as important as the importance that they place on it. Anyway we had unbelievable
gardens. We had one insect in the whole year and that was the last year a corn had an
earworm. I don’t attribute it to organic gardening. I attribute it greatly to the fact that
we’re surrounded by woods and the insects hadn’t found us yet. But every year I
continued to put leaves on. I got to be almost an institution in the town of North
Haven because when they were taking the leaves off, I would dash over there with
my... at that time I just had a post office jeep and a trailer and have them load me up
with leaves.

Q:

So, by this time it’s the early ‘40’s?

A:

Well, no it’s late ‘40’s because we bought it in ‘48. We bought in ‘48.

Q:

Oh, okay. Now what did you grow?

A:

Well, of course, tomatoes. And, we had strawberries and we had squash and we had
watermelons and the usual things that grow.

Q:

And it was for your own use?

A:

Yes.

Q:

Or did you sell any of it?

A:

No. I never sold because I had so many living here.

Q:

How many children did you have?

in

A:

I had two children and they both live on the place. My son just lives part way up the
drive and my daughter lives up on the road. She’s down from the road a little bit up
there. So they both live here and all our grandchildren were brought up here. When
my daughter got married, we built this bungalow back here. She moved in there for
seven years before and then they built their home. Then my son lived there for
thirteen years and built his home. And now, our granddaughter lives there.

Q:

You said you have eleven grandchildren.. .great-grandchildren?

A:

We’ve got ten, five grandchildren and we have ten great-grandchildren. Three of
them, the great-grandchildren live here and my granddaughter lives there. So then
every year, I’ll show you.. this is a rather amusing incident. Organic gardeners don’t
like to use chemical fertilizers, of course. They shouldn’t if they’re really organic
gardeners. I was reading the periodicals and the magazines and so forth. I saw raw
phosphate, raw phosphate rock advertised as a source of phosphate and the fact that it
was stone ground, it cou. .it didn’t leach out of the soil. It wasn’t like the chemical,
and it lasted for many years. The plants were able to absorb what they needed. Now
when you use a chemical fertilizer and it rains, they’re practically drowning in
chemicals; they’re almost drunk on chemicals. It makes them grow prolifically but not
nutritionally. But when you provide these sources in the form of a rock, a mined rock.
Of course, this is just as fine as commercial fertilizer you know. You spread this like a
dust. So I thought, well I’d go to the Experiment Station in New Haven and I’d get
their knowledge about it and see how they felt. So this is amusing because I went
there and I asked them.. this gentleman, the scientist there what he thought of
phosphate rock. And he says, “Oh, why do you want to use that stuff for?” Well, I
say, I heard it was good. He said, “Oh,” he said, “we use that out in the middle west
where I come from.” He said, “My father used to buy it by the carloads ‘cause” he
said, “we had hundreds of thousands of acres of land.” “But,” he said, “you don’t
have enough organic matter in the soil here.” He says, “You better use super
phosphate. Oh by the way,” he says, “what kind of a farm or gardener are you?” I
said, oh I’m an organic gardener. “Oh,” he says, “that’s some kind of a cult.”
(Chuckles)
.

Q:

Acult?

A:

Yeah. So when I give my talks and say to young people, I kid them and I say, “You
know, you people, I thought your were cultists in the ‘60’s. I was a cultist back in the
‘40’s.” So, the first soil test I had, the soil lacked everything, everything. They
wanted to put a thousand pounds of lime to the acre.., and I don’t know, everything
imaginable. I said.. .in fact, I still got that original copy. Well, I didn’t pay much
attention to theirs and I went my own way and gardened organically. I put manure on
and I got chicken manure and so forth. I never had the soil tested again. At that time
the soil tested very acid which is to be expected because it was woodlot. I had it
tested again, took it to the Experiment Station out of the curiosity more than anything,
and it tested as perfect as it could be, 6.8. And I had never applied any lime. So it
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shows that organic material when it decays and becomes humus, is neutral. And
people said to me, “Oh. you’re going to make your soil so acid using all those leaves.”
Well, I use those leaves. In about five years I will put about the same amount of
leaves on but in the spring you could hardly tell there were any leaves put on because I
had built up the bacteria, the microbe, the life in that soil to such an extent that they
consume this organic matter. Now, I... I use horse litter almost exclusively. Chicken
manure is almost impossible to get. In fact, the only place where I got mine down in
Branford, they had that building collapse and he’s no longer in business. But I hadn’t
gotten any chicken manure for years. Horse lifter is the most available source. There
are more horses in Connecticut than there every were cows and most of them are
begging people to take it. So I take my truck and I go out to Wallingford and they
load me and I bring it. I brought in a hundred and seventy yards of horse litter last
year. I mulch very heavily with it. Of course, horse litter is a mixture of sawdust and
shavings and horse manure and of course the urine too. I let it set for a year to
compost, to kill.. .if there’s any oat seeds in it. But there isn’t much.. .years ago there
used to be a lot of oats in the horse manure because people fed their horses oats and
they would pass through them. In fact, some years I used to just spread the horse
manure on and the oats would provide the cover crop for the winter without even
buying oat seed. But now, they grind it all up and put it in pellets and so forth. But
it’s down for a year in compost to make sure it kills anything and then I use it very
heavily for mulch. I’ll put it on two, three, four inches or more as a mulch around my
plants. And then in the fall I till it in and I plant a cover crop. I’ll be doing so
tomorrow probably. I’m a little late with it because I had to do some work on my
tractor. Then I’ll plant rye grass and then till that in the spring. Then I put the horse
layer back. The amazing thing is I plant right in that horse manure, a lot of things.
And it grows prolifically on it.

Q:

How did you start working with other people who were organic gardeners?

A:

When I retired, in 1984, I was sixty-seven and I always dreamed of starting an organic
gardening society in Connecticut. I wasn’t aware of NOFA and somehow I
discovered NOFA. So I joined...

Q:

This is NOFA. Do you want to explain what NOFA is?

A:

Well, NOFA is.. .well originally it was an educational institution, organization rather,
to educate people in organic gardening. They originally were called the Natural
Organic farmers Association. NOFA. And some years ago they changed it to the
Northeast Organic Farmers Association. I got active in it and I thought there was a
need for promoting it more thoroughly than they were doing. I’m not being critical of
them because they all worked, too. I was retired. I had time to do this. And so I
suggested to them that we have a picnic. People like to go to picnics and they will
come to a picnic where they probably wouldn’t go to a farm you know, some people.
So, they were quite surprised, I think, practically stunned the members were when
they.. .the first one I held, we had sixty-eight people come. Previously, they hardly had
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enough people there to carry on a decent conversation. Then I started promoting it. I
made sure that every radio station and the New York Times. I got write ups in the
New York Times. I had people coming from New York. I contacted every media that
I could think of, every newspaper. I remembered an incident many years ago that
another promoter used in promoting wrestling. I more or less copied that vain and
what I did was I made sure everybody knew about this. I was getting all this kind of
publicity, see? And much to everyone’s surprise, the next year I had two hundred
people. Then I think it was the third year, I got quite a big write up in the Connecticut
Edition of the New York Times. Well, I know there were over three hundred because
the people that were recording the people as they came in, they quit when they
reached three hundred. They said they were sick and tired of writing. So we had
between three and five hundred come that one time.

Q:

Were these people from New York and this side of Connecticut, the western side of
Connecticut?

A:

Oh, they were from all over.

Q:

From other parts of New England also?

A:

Well, they didn’t come much from Massachusetts. I would say there weren’t that many
came from New York. There were maybe twenty-five or so came from New York
State but that’s quite a ways to come for it. What I did to promote it, I wrote an
article explaining everything about the place. “A very expansive lawn and bring your
chair or blanket and we’d have a pot luck. Bring your food and I’d provide you with
blueberry milkshakes.” And when the editors of these papers, the gardening editors
and so forth, they got this.. .they said Oh, boy, that ‘s my article for Sunday. And they
reprinted it almost verbatim. And that’s how I got the publicity. If I’d just sat and
said we were having an open house here on a such and such a day and so on and such
and such hours and so forth in organic gardening, I wouldn’t have had flies here. But
when you write the article for them and they altered it a little bit or something. Then
they came out and took pictures and interviewed me. Then I got into writing and I
wrote to the local papers with what I just called “The Organic Garden.” Then I got
older and I said, well, I can call myself an “oldtimer,” now. So I started writing “Tips
from an old-timer,” mostly for our local papers. I had discovered things along the way
that were quite surprising. Most people had given up as gardeners. Particularly had
given up raising corn, sweet corn, because they lost it all to the ‘coons, raccoons. I
had discovered a way of keeping raccoons out without. ..it was so simple that it was
laughable. I would put up a black plastic fence. Black because black plastic lasts for
many, many years. You could use clear plastic but it disintegrates in a few years. If
you (already) had a fence, you could clip it on the outside of the fence with
clothespins, clip clothespins and hold it up. You use it usually thirty inches or three
feet wide and you let it extend down to the ground about three to six inches and then
you pin it on the fence. But if you didn’t have a fence you could string a wire up there
and hang it on the wire and so forth. Well, the raccoons would come and they’d try to
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climb it and they couldn’t. They slip on the plastic. For twenty years I never had a
raccoon in the garden. The surprising thing was, you know, raccoons are said to be
second to chimpanzees in reasoning power, I only put it on the fence on the wood side
of the garden, the side that was open.. .exposed to woods. That’s where I figured
they’d come in and they did. And I only extended it about oh, twenty-five to thirty
feet at the most past where the corn was. They never found their way around it. Now
the rabies is taking care of the problem so you don’t have any problems since then.

Q:

What is the name of the paper you write for?

A:

It was called the Citizen. They went out. They discontinued but I wrote for them for
several years. Then I wrote for the Natural Farmer which is a publication of NOFA. I
haven’t written much in the last few years. One thing that is rather amusing, I
attended a, what used to be, a fruit testing field day at Geneva; The New York State
Experiment Station. I was there and I was a member of the NAFGA, the North
American fruit Growers Association. They were holding their meeting there. I was
there and I had a name tag, and a man came over to me and he said, “You know, I
read an article by you,” I says, “Yeah?” He says, “Something about raccoons,” I says,
“Yeah, where are you from?” He says, ccAj.kansas I says, “Where did you read that
article?” He says, “I think I read it in the library down there.” I thought it was kind of
amusing that my article should appear down there and it was just published locally.
(Laughter)

Q:

It must have, somehow. I need to ask you about the people who came to those
picnics. Were they primarily gardeners or were some of them farmers?

A:

No. Most of them were just curiosity people. They were hearing a lot about organic
gardening and they wanted to see what it was like. It was important that I have my
place looking neat and nice and look at least as equally attractive as non-organic
farms.
(Tape interruption.)
.individual particularly a city person or somebody like that. You know, they’d go
and see a well-kept farm and a nice farm and if you didn’t have at least the equal of
that in an organic sense, people would say you know, it wouldn’t make much of an
impression on them.

Q:

This is now 1999 and this was back in the ‘60’s. Organic farming as a farming
product, whether it’s with animals or produce, they’ve gone more into it as a farming
industry. Have you come across many of these people?

A:

There’s only one, there might be more, I don’t want to discredit others because I’m
sure there’s some. Probably the best example of organic farming in the state is George
Hall in Simsbury. He has a true organic farming operation in which he grows produce
in copious quantities and he sells it from a stand on his place. He was a distributor of
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food produce for years, had a big operation. Then he takes it to the Hartford market
and the organic markets and he runs a very substantial operation. He’s a wonderful
man and does an excellent job, all organic.

Q:

Where is the organic market?

A:

Almost all the communities have.. .they have.. .well, I don’t know if they’re exclusively
organic...

Q:

But they have farmers markets to which.. organic market...

A:

Well, a lot of these people, most of these people are small operators. George is a big
operator. He has I don’t know how many acres but he has a lot of acres under
cultivation. And I’ll tell you, he must be of considerable interest to the state because
the Commissioner of Agriculture just stopped to visit him not to long ago. I visited
George and he told me he was quite surprised when he came to visit him and asked
him about the farm and he was very impressed with the gentleman. He said that if
there’s anything he could help him with, to be sure that...

Q:

Oh, this is the new Deputy Commissioner, a man? (Grabik, under Shirley Ferris)

A:

Yeah. And the fact that he said come and see an organic farm of course, is helpful.

Q:

Grocery stores have organic produce too. We just don’t know if it comes from
Connecticut or not.

A:

Most of it comes from California. But there is local produce but there isn’t a real big
organic operation in the state. Most are little operations, they’re making a few dollars
on the side but they could never survive on them.

Q:

You mentioned the horses in Wallingford. Are these stables? Are they boarding? Are
they breeding?

A:

They.. .they’re stables. People are boarding horses there. They have, I don’t know,
I’ll take a guess maybe twenty, thirty horses or more. Now one thing I didn’t explain,
the reason why I used leaves. Trees sent their roots down into the ground for it could
be a hundred feet. They say they go down as high as they go high. And they’re
bringing up minerals from the soil down there that you wouldn’t get on the surface. So
when you apply them to your garden, you’re providing all types of minerals and trace
minerals. And I attributed a lot of my.. .when I had my soil tested and everything it’s
at the maximum. There hasn’t been anything that was deficient in any of the soil tests
that I’ve had lately.
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Q:

They say that a lot of our nutrition is lacking because we’re losing trace minerals
because our soil is depleted. So, our produce doesn’t give us the minerals. Have you
read anything about this?

A:

Yes. And I think there’s considerable concern but of course, you’re battling the
chemical industry, the pharmacal.. .the fertilizer industries and the chemical industries
for obvious reasons. Organic gardeners are not going to be a lucrative market for
people that are selling a chemical. The chemical is a quick fix. Many years ago,
probably the most modern farm in Connecticut was run by Krotts over in Hamden.
They were the first. They were very progressive. They were the first ones to raise
tomatoes in greenhouses. My brother’s brother-in-law had a farm next to him and he
farmed for a living. Chemical fertilizer was just first coming in, back in the ‘30’s
or so. The Experiment Station people now say, “Oh, yes. You’re criticizing the
Experiment Station.” Well, justifiably so. And so Krott came over and said to Nils
Bensen, “Nils, they want us to go down to a meeting at the Experiment Station.
They gonna talk to us about this.. .we don’t have to bother with chicken or horse
manure or any manure anymore. We don’t have to put manure on our land. They got
stuff they just put on it with a...with a spreader and it’s so much easier you don’t have
to bother with that.” There was a twinkle in his eye. So they went to the meeting and
addressed them; told them that while we had this commercial fertilizer and they didn’t
have to bother carrying all this heavy manure and spreading it on the land and
bothering to have animals just to get the manure from and so forth. Krotts are very
heavy users of manure. So on the way home they were talking about it and Krott
says, “Well, I’m not convinced.” He says, “I’m still going to be using the manure.”
Well, his farm was just below the Lockwood F arm which is the Connecticut
Experiment Station farm in Mount Cannel. In the middle of the summer someone
came down from the (Lockwood) farm and said, “Mr. Krott, will you come up and
take a look at our corn. It doesn’t look that good and we’d like to have your
expertise.” So Krott went up and looked at it and he said, “What it needs is a good
load of manure.” (Chuckles) So, they continued the farm and as I say, were very
successful farmers and he didn’t swallow that commercial fertilizer business.
Of course, out in the west where they used to have topsoil run in the depth of feet not
inches, it’s now lucky if they have a foot of topsoil. Out there you’ve got to keep
adding organic matter to the soil and the organic matter, also, of course, it protects
the soil from run offs.

Q:

Have you heard anything about this 1PM program, Integrated Pest Management?

A:

Yes, an excellent program. Integrated Pest Management. Yes. I supported it from
the beginning and it’s excellent. Particularly as regards the production of fruit. You
could almost always raise vegetables without any insecticide or pesticides. But fruit
was another story. And so they would spray every week whether it needed it or not.
But then when they came out with pheromones and traps and so forth, then they
watched their traps and they only sprayed it when they needed to.

Q:

What was the word you used before the word traps.

A:

Pheromone traps. They are sex attractant designed to attract certain insect pests.

Q:

Okay, “paramount,” all right.

A:

The insect would be attracted to the traps and when they were, I forget now how
many numbers, if they found five of that particular insect now, either the coddling
moth or the plum curculio or the worst of all of course was the apple maggot. You
see, if you’re a small grower, you need them only for yourself a gardener, you could
survive without anything except for the apple maggot. Because that was the one that
completely railroads the fruit and destroys it. The coddling moth lays it’s eggs on the
surface and the worm, that’s the worm you find when you get to the core and you find
a worm in there. But you could eat the rest of the apple see. The coddling moth
distorts the apple. It lays it’s egg in the blossom and so you would spray, but you
didn’t actually spray on the fruit. I’m not entirely opposed to chemicals in this respect.
Some of the so-called “organic” insecticides like rotenone and pyrethrin and so forth,
they’re broad spectrum. The only advantage to them is they’re short-lived. By broad
spectrum I mean they kill even the good insects and so they do upset the balance. But
there’s a product Imiden which is used to spray and it’s very effective against the
plum curculio. Now I spray when about eighty-five per cent of the, seventy-five,
eighty-five of the blossoms have fallen. I spray one spray of liniden and Imiden is.. .is
more kindly.. .more kind to insects for the natural predators than some of these organic
products. Then if you want to spray ten days to two weeks later with Imiden, you can
easily catch the coddling moth. That’s the one I said that goes in and the worm winds
up down in the core of the apple. And then you don’t have to spray at all if you put
up these red spheres.

Q:

Red what?

A:

Red spheres, red balls. Now this is discovered by Dr. Prokopy at the Massachusetts,
well he’s in Massachusetts now but I think he did this research out in Wisconsin.
They were trying to find a way to get away.. .they were spraying with Sevin from the
first of July on because that’s when the apple maggot made it’s appearance. They
sprayed the Sevin every week until harvest time and even then they would have about
ninety-three per cent insect free fruit. Not only was it expensive, as an example, one
of the orchardists here, he’s long gone, but he told me he said, “I have sixty thousand
dollars invested in spray before I pick an apple.” That’s where Integrated Pest
Management came in. They could cut their spraying down to one-third. See? So it
was a tremendous benefit. But Prokopy in association with another gentleman whose
name I don’t recall now, decided to see if they couldn’t trap this apple maggot with
an apple-appearing sphere.

Q:

With something that looked like an apple?

A:

Yeah. So they got balls and they covered them with Tangletrap. Now Tanglefoot is
the brown stuff that you see around the trees that they used to keep the gypsy moths
from going up the trees, remember?

Q:

Oh. Sure.

A:

Well, Tangletrap is the same thing only it’s clear. They painted the spheres apple red
and then they put this on and the apple maggot alights on there and is stuck. And now
they get ninety-eight per cent insect free fruit without any chemicals. But the big
orchardists were very slow to adopt this because it required going around and hanging
up a half a dozen or a dozen balls depending on the size of the trees. A dwarf tree,
you could get away with about three to six balls. Well, I made my own. It’s not very
easy to find rubber balls anymore. (Laughter)

Q:

Oh, yeah. I looked for something the other day and I couldn’t find it. It wasn’t a
rubber ball, and I thought, it’s an antique I’m looking fort

A:

When I was a kid, the first thing you got in your life was a rubber ball. You played
with that little ball, you bounced it and you played haley-over over the school house
and now.. .the only thing I could get...

Q:

How about animal balls? Do they have rubber animal balls?

A:

Well, I found imitation baseballs.

Q:

Oh, okay. Oh, all right.

A:

Rubber, fortunately rubber. I made a hook out of a heavy wire, I stuck it through and
then I spray it with the red paint and I hung ‘em up.

Q:

Interesting. Interesting. How do you learn all of these things? I mean, I’m thinking
about everything you’ve talked about. You worked in a variety of fields and you’ve
not officially had any background training in this. What have you done? How have
you learned all this?

A:

Well there was no way to get any training. You had to learn as you went because
nobody had.. .really knew.

Q:

So you read?

A:

Yeah, well I.. .1 experimented.

Q:

Okay.
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A:

I experimented. I experimented as I went. Then I’d read something and it’d give me
an idea. When I read about the spheres of course, and Prokopy. .he has his own little
orchard in Massachusetts, so his is a working business you know. I don’t think it’s a
large orchard but I don’t think it’s that small. He sells his fruit as pie and fruit to, I
guess, stores and whatnot. So it works. That’s what I’d always said that what they
have to do is to learn to use nature to control the insect. Everything...
.

Q:

It’s kind of like fishing lures. If you’re going to be a fisherman and you try..., if your a
fly fisherman or whatever, you try to copy what’s natural for the fish to be attracted
to.

A:

Yes. But now almost all insects, what you’ll have, you’ll have a heavy infestation the
first year and then there’s the natural predator, while you might never have seen them,
you wonder where he is. He seems to come out of nowhere but he comes and the
second year the infestation is usually much less. And then, the third year it’s usually
wiped out. Then you’ll usually have a few years where you’ll be practically free of
infestation. But then the predator doesn’t have his food supply, he dies out. So it runs
in cycles you see. Well, something came on the market a few years ago that I think is
probably the greatest advancement in a hundred years in agriculture and that’s, row
covers.

Q:

Row covers?

A:

Yeah. It’s the polyethylene, polypropylene and I guess polyester and that’s a light
weight material. It allows the light to come through and the rain but keeps the insects
out.

Q:

And it doesn’t leach. Does it leach?

A:

No, no. No. And it’s so light that you can lay it right down over the plant. In fact,
you can lay it right over before the plants are even up.

Q:

And the plant will come through?

A:

Well, no it raises the material up as it grows, as the plant grows. It’s so light but
you.. you affix it on the edges so it doesn’t blow off. But it’s amazing how much...
It lets the rain and the light and keeps the insects out. There’s an operation right down
here... Pell’s strawberry operation. They have an acre or more strawberries pick-your
-own and they.. .he’s a big operator. He’s located up in Somers too. But they use it
mainly to control the cold. Now this experimenting was done up at the University of
New Hampshire. Oh oh. I’m ashamed of myself. I don’t remember this man’s name.
He’s very noted. I’m really slipping. Oh, the Wells. Anyway, they started
experimenting up there for extending.. .with using this cloth; which is so light that the
wind blows through it. You can take and you roll it up into a bundle and pick it up
it’s so light, see. And they started experimenting with it. They were stunned by the
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things that were happening with it. As an example, up there they covered the
strawberries with about ten inches of straw because it goes down as low as forty-five
below zero there. Well they took one part of the field and covered it with ten inches
of straw. Then they covered the other part with just this one layer of this thin material.
And in the spring when they uncovered it, practically all those under the straw was
half dead and the other was like it had been growing all winter.

Q:

Interesting.

A:

And then they tried it with spinach. Now down here we plant spinach in the fall
usually if it’s a big operation... even gardeners, and then it weathers through the winter
and they you pick it in the spring. It starts growing early. Well, up there they couldn’t
do that, the winter would kill it. So they took this and covered half the field again the
same way with this material and left the other half bare. Well, when they uncovered in
the spring and they had slides showing all this, that under just that one layer of... It
was originally called.. .well it was called Reemay. That’s sort of the generic name for
it. It was developed by duPont and they called it Reemay. There were a lot of others
that don’t.... And the part that was growing underneath that Reemay was beautiflil,
every one of the plants was growing and next to it you could hardly tell that anything
had been planted. So how it works, I don’t think anybody really understands. I think
it breaks up the current of air. Now they use it on strawberries because you’re picking
strawberries now in the middle of May where we never used to pick em until the first
or second week in June.

Q:

Where did you hear about this from?

A:

Well, of course, the Northeastern Organic Farmers Association has the summer
conference. It’s been held for many years now up at Hampshire College in
Massachusetts. It’s quite an affair. They get over a thousand people there.

Q:

Do they have a newsletter or are there certain publications?

A:

Oh yes. They have the Natural farmer which is the publication of this organization. I
presented at it for several years. In fact, the last two years I presented on”The Crime
Against Raw Milk.”

Q:

About raw milk?

A:

Umm. Sometime I’d like to tell you this story about what they’ve done to this most
perfect product. So anyway, I don’t want to get off because you’re not here for that
stuff. When we’re off the air, I’ll tell you a little something about it. But anyway, I
spoke up there. I presented up there. And I attended some of the workshops and
these people were there and presented it.

Q:

Very interesting.

A:

Then, with the strawberry operation down here, I contacted the fellow and I get the
Reemay when they take it off of the strawberries.

Q:

Oh, oh. You’re recycling. Wonderful.

A:

Yeah. And it’s usually good for more years than they want it you know. Although
now they’re not putting it on in the fall like they did. They’re putting it on early in the
spring because the winter’s have been so warm. Then they save it for two years.

Q:

What do you thing has been your greatest challenge in this organic adventure you’ve
had?

A:

I don’t think I have real challenges. I thought I was quite successful most of the time.
At the beginning, after the insects started to find us, we had problems with the squash
bug and squash borers and things like that. But I don’t say that this has... I don’t know
just how to put it. I don’t know whether the fact that my soil had been built up to
such an extent that it discourages insects. I have to feel that it does in some respect. I
don’t say that it is totally so because insects, even if they don’t find what they
are.. .what their diet really is, like the gypsy moths you know. They like certain leaves,
but when there’s nothing else they’ll eat anything. See that’s the benefit of Reemay.
Now you can put this Reemay down and you don’t have to worry about the cycle of
insects because you’re keeping them off, see. The only thing, you have to take it off
before they start to blossom and...

Q:

For fertilization?

A:

Yeah. So you open it up for the bees and so forth. Although I had an interesting
experience. I covered over my summer squash and an amazing thing to is that things
grow so much more prolifically under that and they germinate so much more
prolifically. And if you mulch your things you don’t have to weed. You just cover
them over but leave it very loose because they’ll grow more prolifically. They’ll grow
usually twice as prolific as they do exposed to the weather.. .to the atmosphere I
should say. So it.. .it’s just been a wonderful, wonderful product.

Q:

What do you think the future is for organic farming?

A:

I think the future is wonderful but I think we have to be watchful. I think that there
are shysters out there that are trying to capitalize on it. I’m sure there are. And I’m
not certain a lot of this organic produce in the stores is really organic.

Q:

To be “organic” you have to be certified to be organic?

A:

You don’t have to be certified but you have.. well you can sell your produce and say
it’s organic. They can’t stop you. But it guarantees that the produce is organic. They
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tried to establish or they’re still working in it and probably have now within just this
short period of time, have established a standard, Federal standards.

Q:

Federal standards for organic?

A:

Yeah, for organic. I knew this would happen. You just have to expect it. They
established a board with organic people on it, well-qualified and so forth. They set
these standards up. When the Department of Agriculture released them, they were
accepting and admitting the use of so many products that were not organic that there
was such a hullabaloo and the whole organic community in the entire country rose up.
They sent over two hundred thousand letters criticizing. Of course, that was the
chemical people that, you know what politics are in Washington, bought with
pharmaceutical money. They were.. .they were paid off. But here they go and work all
these years, it’s about five or six years I think it was, on these standards and then have
them put out this, disregarding and actually that’s putting it mildly after all this work.
But it raised such a hullabaloo that they had to draw back and reconsider.

Q:

Are they redoing them?

A:

They’re rewriting them. They were putting out what was originally intended.

Q:

It’s said that the reason why sometimes people don’t buy organic is because it’s more
expensive.

A:

Well, it is a little more difficult to raise organically, in a way. But I think they’re just
capitalizing on the market. There’s no need for it to be that expensive. Not in the way
they produce out in California with all the mechanisms they have to apply the Reemay
and
Of course, the one thing that’s lacking, you got to go back to family farms. It
is utterly impossible to revitalize the soil, almost impossible. I probably shouldn’t say
absolutely impossible. Very difficult to revitalize the soil when they’re raising
thousands and thousands of acres. I mean, where are they going to get the manure
from.
---.

Q:

Well, Connecticut is so different anyway. I mean, because we’re small we have a
whole different kind of agriculture here.

A:

Absolutely. Actually, I think the produce here, that is raised here in Connecticut is far
superior to anything that’s.. .1 say all the Northeast, and New York and New Jersey,
than anything that’s brought in from other parts of the country. Their soil is much
more depleted than ours. It’s surprising that where they used to have the organic
matter in the soil, they depleted it and we have it here because we haven’t exhausted.

Q:

One last thing. What’s brought you the greatest satisfaction in your organic work?

A:

The virtually sickness-free life we have experienced. I don’t know just how to.. .but I
think our life has been ideal. Excuse me, this is my son Les.
(Tape interruption)

Q:

What about the organic gardening movement if you will? What have you seen.. .how
have you seen that grow and what brought you any satisfaction.. .because you said you
wrote for them and you did things.

A:

Well, I’ll tell you. Of course, the greatest boost to the environment and as well as the
organic movement was Rachel Carson’s book and that started it.

Q:

Say the name of her book. Do you remember it? It’s escaping me.

A:

“Silent Spring.”

Q:

Silent Spring, thank you. I couldn’t remember it.

A:

And then what really that gave it another shot in the arm was the Mar scare.

Q:

Mar, yep, um hmm. Apples.

A:

People see apples. And that got people thinking organically you see and that started
the movement growing. People started using common sense. They started to see you
know. It wasn’t just the fact that you’re getting one chemical, they had a half a dozen
different chemicals and the combinations could be so detrimental to your health and so
forth. But I think that Mar really started the movement up again and really promoted
it. And now people are starting to realize there is a difference. There is a difference.
It’s...

Q:

So it’s created an awareness.

A:

Yeah. Everything runs in cycles, everything. And that right now we’re riding the
crest but we haven’t reached the crest by any means yet. But the fact that they have it
now in supermarkets and people are buying it and they’re willing to pay more. Of
course, the fact that economically, conditions are so much better now. The people
have the money to spend on it and success feeds on success. It’s been very good. I
think the prices are going to come down. They will as competition increases. I
don’t.. .who knows what the future holds but and it’s getting back now to where
people are starting to realize that they’ve got to save the small farmer because that’s
an entity that works. You got the animal manure and you have the.. .Now what they’re
trying to do out west, of course, they.. .what they’re doing is changing their planting.
It’s soybeans one year and then corn the next year. Real organic gardeners, they’re
learning how to add organic material to the soil on large acreage and they’re doing this
by rotating their crops.

Q:

Which is what they used to do years ago.

A:

Of course, see, they’re going back. Now they usually raise soybeans one year and
corn the next year and then they’ll go probably wheat or something and they’ll leave it
lay idle for two or three years. Organic farmers do two, three years with a cover crop.
And then gradually you are rebuilding the soil.

Q:

$o you’re saying it has made an effect on the overall picture?

A:

Definitely.

Q:

Urn hmm. Anything else you’d like to add that you can think of? We’ve covered your
life, we’ve covered the Association.

A:

Well, no. I was just thinking one thing. I mentioned the fact that you’re now able to
grow your crops under cover, you’ve eliminated the concern of infestation from
insects and you don’t have to figure on losing one or two years of crops before the
natural predators built up. You protect yourself from that. And, also, as I say, the
plants grow so vigorously under it that when they’re so much more vigorous and
strong that they can withstand infestations when you take it off to permit them to be
pollinated see?

Q:

Well, I want to thank you very, very, very much for letting me come in and do this.
(Tape interruption.
-

apples and new varieties and so on and we’ve been talking about the development of
new materials and new products.
A:

Well, as I said, you can almost say nothing is ever done in nutrition and probably even
in health, with the consumer in mind. It’s never done.. .it’s always done for a
materialistic reason. It’s to promote something that looks nice and... and the heck with
whether how well it tastes. They buy by looks today.

Q:

So it’s like the “squared” tomatoes. They’ve developed tomatoes that box better,
distribute better.

A:

Well, your example of what has happened in the vegetable field. You know originally
there was a wonderful squash. It’s called the Cushaw squash. I used to buy seed from
Harris but it was open pollinated. You could save the seed and raise your own. And
of course, when they started hybridizing everything, it wasn’t done with... actually
some of it was done with the thought of producing a better product but what it was
mostly was to force you to buy seeds every year.

Q:

‘Cause hybrid seeds don’t reproduce?

A:

No, well they produce seeds but they relate back to the original.

Q:

Okay, all right. A throwback like?

A:

Origination see? Yeah. But, the Cushaw squash has a hook on it. In fact, I’ve got
one laying right there I can show you. And they didn’t fit well in the boxes so they
took the hook out of it an they made the butternut so they’ll fit in the boxes. Now, by
far the best tasting summer squash was the old yellow crookneck squash. But what
happens you see... so they.. .they didn’t fit in boxes so they brought out the squash and
of course, they sold it with being the superior product. But the fact was that when
they took the crooks out of these things, they took the flavor with it.

Q:

Interesting.

A:

And they did the same thing with tomatoes. They thought of producing tomatoes that
you know, and they almost destroyed the tomato industry because they’re so tasteless
nobody wants to buy them. So what they did.. .most of it was done out at I think, the
University of California at Davis, when they saw that they were destroying the
industry they started trying to breed the flavor back in. So they came out with one and
they called it flavor of the something like that. But it didn’t have the flavor. Now, in
showing how Mother Nature sometimes creates, and almost always will create a better
product than they can produce genetically through tampering with the things. I had... I
grow a tomato called the Watermelon Beefsteak. There’s a lot of beefsteak tomatoes
but this particular tomato, I learned of it from a little seed grower out in I think it was
Miranda, Ohio. They’re gone now, I called there, Gleckers, G-L-E-C-K-E-R-S. And
it was a family of eleven, children, mother and father that raised and they specialized in
rare varieties of tomatoes. They had this Watermelon Beefsteak tomato and it was
thought to be extinct. They heard about it and started searching for it. They finally
found it up in the mountains of Kentucky among the mountaineers up there in
Kentucky or Tennessee somewhere and they brought it back. It was the most
wonderful tasting tomato you could imagine. But it wasn’t a commercial variety.
That’s why, if you want to have good fruit and vegetables you should grow your own
or you should know somebody close by that you can get it from. This is very thin
skinned and it doesn’t stand the shipping. You can take the MacIntosh apple, it’s got
the skin of a rhinoceros you know. And it’s mush inside.

Q:

So it’s distribution that’s doing this.

A:

Sure. Well, it was created to look beautiful. So I started planting this and it’s a huge
tomato. Rhoda Tarantino was the garden writer for the New Haven Register.

Q:

A womana wrote it?
Yes, she was an old lady, a lovely lady, a lovely little old lady and she came and visited
one time. She wrote me up in an article and then she came one time and she said, “Mr.
Eliason, I’d like to get some of those.. .the Watermelon Beefsteak tomatoes.” She
says, “I’m having a testing party on Saturday. And we got all kinds.” Her mailman
had given her some, and so forth. So I gave her some. I think she called me on

A:

Monday and she said, “Mr. Eliason, your tomato, one hundred per cent.” Now unless
you raise your own, you never have that experience.

Q:

So now you get your own seeds from that too, all the time?

A:

Yeah, you can save the seed. Well now, an interesting thing happened here just a few
years ago. We have a summer... a winter conference with the Connecticut Chapter of
the Natural Organic Farmers. It’s usually held up in Wethersfield in a church up there.
I attended it and on my way out there was a fellow selling some seed there. We raise a
big plum tomato... (Tape ended!)
(Added, via Eliason recollection)
I bought some supposedly large Italian plum tomato seeds named “Githerti.” On
transplanting the plants outdoors, I labeled the cages as always. Much to my
consternation on their coming into production they assumed the shape of what I
always know as a banana tomato. Not having planted any banana tomatoes for years,
I was dumbfounded as to where these came from. For years we had been planting a
large Italian plumb tomato that was a favorite among our family, both for eating and
freezing. When we were planting the seeds that spring, my Dearly Beloved, who
always worked by my side, scolded me for not planting the usual number if this
favorite. I soothed her concern with the assurance that this new “Gilberti” would
fuffihl our needs. Here I am, now, with a load of banana tomatoes and a shortage of
large Italian plum. The cages said, “Gilberti” on them. The yellow said “banana.”
Finally, in desperation with the two in hand, I drove to Mel’s place, confronting him
with the two varieties. “Which is the Gilberti?” I asked. He pointed to the banana. I
laughed and said, “That’s not a plum, that’s a banana.” Mel had gotten the seed from
a local Italian family who had assured him it was a large Italian plum. By now I’m
confronted with determining where that huge beautiful, delicious yellow one came
from. I came to the conclusion that our Italian plum had crossed with a yellow variety
I had planted the year before. Unlike what often happens, this did not revert to its
origination in following years, but has remained a beautiful red striped yellow with a
flavor that even surpasses that hitherto fore supreme Watermelon Beefsteak.

