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.October 19, interviewing Malcolm MacLaren. I am in Lakeview, Connecticut.
A:

Lakeville.

Q:

Lakeville, I’m sorry. Thank you. Thank you very much for agreeing to do this.

A:

You’re very welcome.

Q:

I was led to you because of your work with organic cows, raising them organically.
So we’ll get to that but this is the reason that I found you. Would you tell us when
and where you were born?

A:

I was born December 11, 1936 in Indianapolis, Indiana. And it was one of those
things. My father was a university professor teaching in Bloomington at the time, and
he was there for a couple of years. I was born there although I’m.. .the rest of the
family all is from New England.

Q:

Okay, and when did you come to Connecticut then? I know you didn’t come to
Connecticut directly.

A:

I’ve been in Connecticut on and off ever since I was about two years old. Dad was a
professor and taught in a variety of places. During World War II, he was in the Navy
and so we lived in Virginia. But the roots of the family that are in this country are
from Brooklyn, Connecticut.

Q:

Mright.

A:

And that’s where my great, great, great, great, great, great-grandfather had a farm.
Those are the records that I told you about with the three thousand sheep and lots of
oxen and that sort of thing. That was over in Brooklyn.

Q:

It’s amazing.

A:

The farmhouse is still there. We’re going there next Saturday.

Q:

Is it still in the family?

A:

Yes. It... after a fashion. I don’t know how many years ago, maybe between ten and
twenty years ago it was sort or put into some sort of a state monument trust whatever,
because it’s a historic place. So while the family still has its reunions there, it’s also
open to the public certain times of the year as the old farmhouse. The old homestead.

Q:

In Brooklyn?

A:

In Brooklyn, yeah.

Q:

Does it have a name? What is it called?

A:

Putnam Elms.

Q:

Mlright.

A:

It was the.. it was built by a fella by the name of Daniel Putnam who was the son of
Israel Putnam who led the troops to the Battle of Bunker Hill from Connecticut. And
they still have some of his stuff there. The attic is all full of implements and... of one
sort or another from the farm. Spinning wheels. I remember as a child running around
up there and seeing all that kind of thing. And there’s one interesting wall in the.. in
the .it happened to be the one that I used to live in where one side of the wall has
signatures of all the relatives ever since that time. And everyone gets to sign it and as
a kid we were admonished not to sign it more than once. But it’s been in the family
ever since. It was built in 1735 or something like that.
.
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Q:

So you grew up in Brooklyn basically?

A:

Yeah, well we.. .yes. On and off. When I say that, we didn’t spend all the winters
there because dad was a college professor. We spent the summers there.

Q:

What did he teach?

A:

He taught mathematics first and then he changed completely and taught the classics.
He was a Latin and Greek scholar. He started off in math and...and that’s how he
ended up in the Navy. Of course, after the War he told us, but not during it, he was

working on the Japanese codes which was fascinating I guess, from his point of view.
But that was why we were sort of bouncing around a lot.

Q:

So when did you come back to Connecticut permanently?

A;

I was about thirteen which was 1948. I mean, all those years between when I was
born and thirteen, we were there in Connecticut just about every summer. But ever
since then I’ve been in one part of Connecticut or another, either the northwestern or
northeastern corners.

Q:

When did you decide to go into agriculture or farming?

A:

Well, I suppose about l97Oish. We’ve got sixteen acres...we started off with sixteen
acres here and I was teaching at the time. I wanted to raise some of our own food so I
got a couple of beefers and being trained in biology, I knew that they didn’t think too
much about using spray on the land and so I started raising them.. .that was before the
word “organic” really was out there. But I did basically what they do and people said,
“Gosh, could you raise one for me?” And then it grew and grew and grew. And so in
the early ‘80’s I lefi teaching altogether and started doing this full-time. So during
the. ..during the ‘70’s I was doing both, teaching and farming.

Q:

Okay. How did you get your background in agriculture? If your family was if your
dad wasn’t doing it how did you...?

A:

Well, as a child over in Brooklyn, next door there was a dairy farm and they had about
twenty-five cows. They weren’t all milked all the time...some of them were dried off
of course. I used to go.. .there it was a walk of about two minutes up the road, and
help out around the barn and feed during milking times and things like that. And so I
learned a lot at that point about farming. But we always had horses and a few cows.
Af. .af...after the...when I was thirteen, from that time on we’ve always had a few
cows in the family. We had all our own milk and we had a few sheep and stuff like
that over in.. .in the other.. .in the eastern part of the state. And I helped ‘em haying.
There was a big dairy farm next door then and I always helped them with the hay. Of
course, we had to do chores at home and then you could go out and make some
money. So, I sort of learned by the seat of my pants. I never had any formal
education as far as agriculture was concerned.

Q:

When did you make the transition from the east side of the state to the west side of the
state?

A:

When I got married in 1963. This was...

Q:

And your wife was from...?

A:

Right here, this is her family’s farm. Been in her family since 1895.

.

Q:

How did you meet?

A:

We were studying Japanese at Yale. She was one of the two girls at Yale at that time.
They hadn’t gone co-ed but she was in the summer school. She went to Oberlin but
in the summer school she went to Yale because they had an intensive.. .they had an
institute of far eastern languages where they taught Japanese and Korean and Chinese
and Vietnamese and things like that.

Q:

What was here major at Oberlin?

A:

History.

Q:

Did she pursue that in any way?

A:

No. Well, she had. Before we met she had plans to go back to.. .well, go
over... Oberlin had a special...

Q:

This is Oberlin in Ohio?

A:

Yeah. Exchange in XianXai Province in China and until China ran them out they had
Oberlin students and professors would go to XianXai and Chinese students and
professors would come to Oberlin. Eventually, that didn’t work out anymore afier the
revolution in China and so they started doing that with Taiwan and she was all set to
do that. But they were branching out and I think they were going to be in Japan as
well and that’s why she studied Japanese. She had been an exchange student when she
was in high school in Japan. And so she wanted to study the language a little more
thoroughly.

Q:

And how did you happen to be interested in it?

A:

Well, when I was an undergraduate in college I hated to major in any one thing. There
were so many fascinating subjects available and one of them was anthropology and I
took a course from a professor who was.. .who had written a book called “The
Chrysan. well, excuse me, he had us read a book called “The Chrysanthemum and the
Sword,” dealing with Japan and how he had been asked by the U.S. Military as an
anthropologist, to talk to the generals about how the Japanese thought. It was
fascinating listening to him because their culture is so entirely different from ours that
they, if captured, which they rarely were but some of them were, they would be
psychologically dead to Japan. And so they now were part of this new group and they
would if the Americans put a map in front of them, “Oh, yeah, this is where my unit is
and this is called... ,“obviously in lap.. .but they would do things that we would
consider high treason because they were dead to their own. And they were now...
.
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Like hein disowned so to sneak’?

A:

Yes, exactly. And so, they would show on the map where all their units were and how
many were there and all that sort of thing. And he had a lot of trouble trying to
persuade the American generals that that’s the way the Japanese would react. And
indeed they found out that was so. Anyway so, when I got commissioned in the
Marine Corp. after I finished college...

Q:

Where did you go to school?

A:

Harvard. I was assigned to Okinawa for awhile. Japanese is their main language
although they had their own dialect which I... I didn’t know that much about it at the
time. They were some of the Phoenicians of the far East until the Japanese pirates put
them out of business. And they were traders and the like. The Americans didn’t
realize it at the time but a lot of the Okinawans were made slave laborers in the
Japanese air fields, to build air strips for the Japanese. So there’s been a certain
amount of.. at least at that point, feeling that they were sort of second-class citizens.
But Japanese was made to be taught in their schools and so now they’re part of Japan
now. They’ve been completely absorbed by Japan. At that point, there was still some
feeling back and forth. So I learned a little Japanese there and I wanted to study it
some more and so I did. Saved up my pay and came back and taught for a year and
then went to Yale to study the language. And after that I went and did my graduate
work in biology and then I taught math and science. Biology was the main field but I
also taught physics and geology, things like that.

Q:

Where was this? Where did you teach?

A:

I taught in practically every school in town here; the local regional high school for four
years; then Salisbury School which is a boys’ private school; then Hotchldss School
which is a.. .it had been a boys’ school and now it’s co-ed. When I was teaching there
it was co-ed and it’s a highly competitive. Boy, the students there are excellent and it
was really.. .1 taught advanced placement.. .biology there. It was fun. I liked the
teaching.

Q:

I noticed that the ----I had been through the area today and I had wondered.
Where.. .the students are primarily from out of state? Are they...?

A:

Oh, they come from all over the place. Some of them are international. They had
students from Hong Kong. Come from all over. New England is an odd place as far
as education is concerned, secondary education. Most of the country you go to the
local high school. In here, when I was at teaching at the local high school they’d say,
“Oh, look at these eighth graders, these guys are good.” Twenty per cent, cream of
the crop would be siphoned off to go to the private schools, which has quite an effect
on the local high schools.

Q:

Oh, yeah. Urn hmm.

A:

But, the education you get in the private schools, particularly ones like Hotchldss, are
superior. I mean, my daughter went there and she found that was more work than
when she got to college. You know, she’s done very well. She was Phi Beta Kappa
at college and magna cum laude and she’s done extremely well since, academically
speaking. So, I can’t complain about the quality of the education they get. It’s
excellent.

Q:

It is an interesting phenomenon and the eastern part of the state too, down in the
Mystic area there’s a private school and the local schools have suffered because of

A:

Sure, I think you’ll find that’s true throughout the state. I mean, well, throughout
New England, particularly southern New England. I mean, you think mostly of
Massachusetts and Connecticut being that way.

Q:

What was produced then on this.. .off this property?

A:

It was a dairy farm. Had been a dairy farm up until the ‘70’s and...

Q:

How many head?

A:

Hundred. A hundred.. .some of them were dry cows but they had a hundred head of
cattle. I got up to ninety beef cows but raising my own feed, doing it organically,
you.. let’s see, you can.. .you can do a hundred dairy cattle because the feed comes in
every two weeks in a great big ten ton truck. Of course, they use more grain than I
use. I use... I raise mine almost entirely on grass. I use a little grain for the pigs and
sheep but the cows don’t get any to speak of. Just the ones we milk which are a few
just for.. .to raise veal.

Q:

Did you tell me how many acres were here? I don’t remember.

A:

It’s about two hundred and thirty all told.

Q:

We’re in a lot of woods right now so about how much of it is cleared?

A:

Tillable land on this... on the farm itself.. I’m guessing now, about a hundred and
twenty-five. Although I use a lot of land that I don’t own. I farm probably about
three hundred acres.

Q:

And you lease this from other people?

A:

You could use the word lease but that isn’t entirely correct because if a farmer uses
land in this state, you have a tax incentive to have a working farmer use it. You get a
tax break and so people are more than glad to let me use their.. .their spare land for hay
because they...the Public Act 490, it’s---so I use a lot of land that way and I do some

of it on shares. Some people have horses and I’ll give them some of the hay and take
the rest.

Q:

I’m not familiar. If they had their land under 490, they cannot do anything with it? I
mean, even if they...

A:

It has to stay agricultural for a certain number of years.

Q:

Right.
(Tape interruption.)
Why don’t we talk about 490?

A:

Well, I can talk in lay terms, I’m not a lawyer and so 490 to the best of my
understanding, covers forest land, farm land and open space. The tax situation is a
little more attractive to keep it in one of those three and this is kept as farm land.
There are some specifics that are a little vague in my head but I think it’s something
like ten years. After a period of ten years you can sell it but again, the.. .the. the tax
advantage goes away.
.

Q:

Okay.

A:

But for the development rights of course, once they’re sold... I could sell the farm but I
could only sell it with the understanding it stay in agriculture. But 490, 1 could sell the
farm and any tax advantage would disappear if farming weren’t continued on the land.

Q:

But you don’t have to keep it for ten years.

A:

You could sell it any time you want. You just.. .you have to pay the back taxes as far
as I’m concerned. There’s a tax advantage to staying in farming but they don’t you
know, tie your hands.

Q:

Okay. Would you talk then about when you decided to go into organic farming or was
it a transition? When you first came here on... on this farm...

A::

This farm was farmed the way farms were and atrazine was used for the corn but
that’s about the only spray that I knew of. I don’t know exactly what year Uncle Bob
retired. It was in the early ‘70’s sometime.

Q:

And who was Uncle Bob?

A:

My wife’s uncle who did the dairy cows. Uncle Bob and Uncle Harold did the dairy
cows. They both lived on the land and their houses...

Q:

They had taken over from their father when he died?

A:

Yes, yes. And I’ve used...I’ve used no spray since then. And that’s in the ‘70’s.

Q:

$o when they decided to not dairy farm anymore...?

A:

Yeah, well Uncle Harold got bad emphysema and was bedridden for the last years of
his life and Uncle Bob just got old. I mean, he was way into his ‘70’s. We all do.
And so the farm sat there for a couple of years just sort of growing weeds. The actual
owner of the land.. they’re two of their sisters who lived in the house said, “Hey, why
don’t you use it for something?” And so I started repairing fences and that’s a big
deal. You know, all that land. If you’ve had dairy cows, they’re not as hard on fences
as beef cattle are and when you have to put a post up every ten or twelve feet, you’ve
got a lot of work to do. So, we put up literally hundreds of post from cedar trees
growing right on the farm. Went out and cut ‘em and put ‘em in. Now, I’ve
graduated to a system of fencing called New Zealand fencing, where you have high
tensile wire with springs in the line that you crank up to two hundred pounds tension.
So if you’ve got a straight run without any big dips and.. .and hills, you can put your
posts anywhere’s from fifty to seventy-five feet apart and the wires are so taught
between them that you don’t need to have the support. And so it’s much easier as
long as you have very strong corners.

Q:

So how big are the corner posts?

A:

Big. You know, they’re well, eight to ten inches. Well, for the cattle you don’t have
to have that heavy a corner post because you only have one or two wires. for the
sheep, I have to have better fencing to keep the coyotes out than I do to keep the
sheep in which means five wires. And so they have to have heavier corners just
because.. and it’s all electrified.

Q:

All right. Now you talk about tensile. Part of what’s happening in this hundred years
is the difference in technology. I’d never heard of this before.

A:
High tensile wire? It’s.. if you take a piece of standard barbed wire, or barbous wire is
the same kind of wire, and you put a stretcher on it, it will stretch out and eventually it will
snap. This wire that we use, being high tensile wire will.. .wiIl do the same thing but under
much, much, much more pressure. And so puffing two hundred pounds pressure on the
strings that hold the wire tight is nothing compared to what that fence.. .the wire can
withstand.

Q:

How new is this?

A:

Oh, golly. I don’t know. I went to a meeting in Litchfield of the Farm Bureau back in
..I suppose it was in the early ‘80’s with the guys from New Zealand. And
that’s. ..well, the whole system is based on the idea that you divide your land up into
paddocks and each paddock should be big enough so you could have two sheep or
you could have two hundred cows. I doesn’t make any difference what the numbers

Q

are as long as the paddock is big enough for them to eat it down; well, they said three
or four days. I kind of make it big enough so they can do a little bit longer than that.
Then you have to have about nine of those. So then you move them to the next one
and the whole point is, the manure gets fairly well spread out. What’s in the field gets
eaten down pretty well and the desirable species just don’t get grazed to extinction in
effect. And they don’t get eaten down to where they.. .and the less attractive ones the
cattle take over. That’s the idea. Now, trying to do that is another thing because it.. .it
involves heavy duty border fencing and then you got to have some sort of flexible
arrangement of ..of shifting them along in the pastures. So I sort of compromised.
Some of my pastures are permanent and they’re in ‘em for a period of time and then I
take them out. The ideal is that their system is... is excellent.

Q:

How do you move them from pasture to pasture? Let’s say some of the land you’re
using... oh, for... for feed?

A:

Yeah, because they’re some fields that the cattle (can’t) get into because they’re too
far away.

Q:

Okay.

A:

But the ones that are.. .when I move them.. .the sheep for example. I’ve got a border
collie and he, you know, he’s got four-wheel drive, I don’t and they pay attention to
him. They don’t pay any attention to me and so I’ll take lake, you just heard him
barking out there, and I’ll have him run the sheep all into a central location. I’ll close
the gate, then I can take the.. .I’ll show you the flexnet fencing that I use out here. I
can take it down and put it back up in a new location, open the door and out they go
again.

Q:

Okay, all right.

A:

And it’s good in away because it tends to break the cycle of some of the parasites
because they’re not on the same ground for a long period of time.

Q:

Very interesting. So then when you started the.. .you started while you were still
teaching?

A:

Yeah.

Q:

And you had it as an idea because you just personally thought about this? This is
before organic became more a part of this food system.

A:

Oh, yes. Yeah. there was a.. .it’s no longer in existence, but there was a publication
called “The New Farm.” It was put out by Rodale Press. They have also a... a.. .1 can’t
think of the name of the title right now... “Organic Gardening.” “OG” I think that
was the name of it just “Organic Gardening.” They had a.. .a little magazine for
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gardeners for vegetables but then they went into this thing called “The New Farm.”
They’ve got a big experimental farm down in Pennsylvania and I don’t know why they
went out of business as far as “The New Farm,” I mean, I expect it was economics.
They couldn’t make enough money on the magazine so they, being bottom line-type
people, they’re interested in making the magazines pay. They still have a whole lot of
magazines out there but that’s not one of them. And so I now subscribe to an organic
farming journal put out in Britain. Some of the things are applicable, some of them are
not just because the climates are somewhat different.

Q:

What was.. .you mentioned before when the tape was off, the association.. The
National Organic Farm Association?

A:

Oh yeah, NOFA.

Q:

NOFA? And how long has that been around?

A:

I don’t know. I know they have only been certifying farms for animals in Connecticut
for a few years. I think it’s three or four years now. It’s relatively recent. They had
been certifying vegetable farms for some time before that and so my original
certification wasn’t through Connecticut at all. It was through the Green Market in
New York City. They had people from Cornell come out and... and check over your
land and it was done independently. I almost ended up having to have New York
State, which is three miles from here, come in and do it. But then Connecticut finally,
when the.. .the. .the Green Market Organization, the Department of the Environment
of New York City, decided that they didn’t want to get involved in certification
anymore, fortunately Connecticut decided that they would.. .they would do it. And
so... so we’re in the national, great big fat book of organic farms put out by NOFA for
the whole country. And so we get calls from people from various places. We can’t
ship overseas. I wish I could. I mean, it’s just...I mean, I haven’t really looked into it.
The Europeans are upset because of the fact that we have had beef that’s raised with.
antibiotics in the feed and hormones to make them grow more rapidly and they’re a
little more concerned about it than we are.
.

Q:

Some things they don’t allow.

A:

Yeah. And mine would qualify but I don’t raise enough of them to...to...I don’t
expect it would.. it would work. I mean, the government’s got so many regulations
both here and over there. It’s just complicated. And it’s awfully hard to try to be a
farmer and do all that other stuff at the same time so I try to cut out that stuff.

Q:

So how long did it take you to build up your herd to.. .to the size you have now and do
you...

A:

It’s actually declining now. It’s been declining for a few years. The...

in

Q:

You’re not growing replacement stock?

A:

Oh, yeah. But.. .but I’m.. .fewer of them because I’m not getting any younger and
the. .the market where we used to sell almost all of in New York, used to be open two
days a week and you could make a go of it. Now, they’ve expanded to four days I
think it is and there are other farmers there during other days. So what you can sell at
any one time is so much less that it’s just not viable. We left that last May and it
just.. .it’s difficult. We have to get up at three o’clock in the morning to drive to New
York City, be all set up at the Farmers Market by seven.., or by eight, excuse me, and
then you’ve got December, January, february and March where you stand around an
freeze half to death. Outdoors. There’s a much all-encompassing system that they
have in Europe. Golly, we were.. .my wife’s closest friend lives in southern Germany
where she sings in the opera and they have an indoor meat market. And they
have...they definitely have the organic stuff and the natural stuff too, and it’s a year
round market and it’s inside. But here that hasn’t happened yet.

Q:

Where do you have it butchered and then packaged because there aren’t.. .a lot of the
processing plants don’t exist anymore.

A:

Yeah, well, there’s one over here in Pine Plains that’s all federally inspected.

Q:

How far is Pine Plains?

A:

Twelve miles.

Q:

And there’s no problem with crossing our state line?

A:

It’s all federal.

Q:

Oh, that’s right, it’s federal, okay. And do they butcher or do they package?

A:

They do everything.

Q:

There used to be a lot more and then they closed because of the.. .people’ve been
telling me, because of labor costs and plants have gone south.

A:

Sure. Well, it’s...yeah, it’s too bad in a way because the nature of organic farming
tends to be a little bit smaller than these big huge commercial outfits where they raise
ten thousand hogs or whatever it happens to be and... and so it makes... it makes it
more difficult. And yet, just like the.. .the DDT. .the economics really pushed the FDA
into allowing certain things to happen when they really don’t know yet because it
hadn’t been out there long enough to know whether it’s going to have an effect on
the... on the long term. And so that sort of Alice in Wonderland.. .you see the bottle
that says, “Drink me,” and if nothing frightful happens in four or five years why the
FDA says, “Hey, it seems to be okay.” But now they’re finding that many of the
.
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chemicals they use agriculturally are having deleterious effects on people’s wells
and... and you just don’t know. I would rather be conservative and say, “Hey, I’m not
going to use it,” than “I wish the heck I hadn’t,” twenty years later when I come down
with whatever it happens to be. And who knows? You don’t know. I’m not saying
that.. .that these chemicals that are being used are definitely going to cause a problem,
but they certainly have the potential and we just don’t know. How many hundreds of
thousands of years did it take us to develop the digestive systems that we have? I
remember talking to an anthropology professor when I was an undergraduate and he
said we probably haven’t changed genetically in sixty thousand years. That’s a long
time. Not... not to speak of. Yet you take insects that have several generations in the
summertime and in the warmer parts of the world they just keep on reproducing all
year round. Well, the bacteria that reproduces every twenty minutes, I think the
numbers are something like in a hundred and four days they’ll undergo all the same
number of generations that we have ever since we were Homo Sapiens. And so they
can...

Q:

So that shows up faster?

A:

Yeah, they can evolve because of... of environmental pressures, meaning man-made
antibiotics let’s say for example, to resistant forms. Lots of antibiotics are discovered
but very few of them can be used because sure, they’ll kill off bacteria but they’ll kill
us, too. And that isn’t what we want to do. You have to find antibiotics that we can
withstand and yet will kill the bugs that we don’t want.

Q:

How have you marketed your.. .your business; when you started out knowing you’re
going to sell to the public and then how did you build your business?

A:

People would want to have a side of beef or a quarter of beef and...

Q:

How did they hear from.. .before you got.. did you start out being in the Association
and being in the directory or did they...?

A:

No, no, no, not that.. .that came along later.

Q:

Okay, so how did you start?

A:

People.. .word of mouth. We.. .we’ve. .local papers had asked us to advertise. We did.
It didn’t do any good. Just people say, “Hey, this stuff tastes good.” And so the way
it works is that I’ll sell them an animal or sell them a quarter or half of..

Q:

Somebody.

A:

Somebody, yeah.

Q:

Who never heard of you.

.

A:

Yes.

Q:

Like this woman who just called on the phone?

A:

Yeah, .and then take it to the packing plant and that will be their.. .that’s they’re
animal or part of it.

Q:

Oh, I see. Oh, all right.

A:

It belongs to them. I just take it over there and they either pick it up there or they pick
it up here but which ever way, it belongs to them. And so it doesn’t go through quite
all the steps that the retail stuff has to through their stock markets and Chicago or
whoever it is.

Q:

So then how.. .how did this person who just called you, how did they hear.. .how did he
or she...

A:

She... she found out through the Connecticut State NOFA publication that lists all the
organic farms in the state.

Q:

So people who are interested in the.. .in this whole conceptual base, get hold of one of
these directories?

A:

Yeah.

Q:

Where do they get it from? On-line? How do you.. .how would I find one?

A:

Probably.. .the only way I know of, you may get it on-line but we aren’t on-line, most
of the farmers markets in the state would have probably one or two organic farmers.
You are given a little stack of those things every year after the certification process is
completed and you can give ‘em out. We have them down there at the farm which will
list alt the other organic farms in the state ‘cause our main business down there is
vegetables and things like that.

Q:

Now you mentioned to the person on the phone that it was an honor system.

A:

Yeah.

Q:

Describe...

A:

The farm stand, the vegetables are all out there and this little box of potatoes is a
dollar or whatever it is, it says so. There’s a little coffee can and it says Vegetables
and so you put the money for the vegetables in there. And you can make your own
change. Same thing for the eggs and that’s ‘cause it’s not busy enough to have
somebody, you know, standing there all the time. Most of the.. .ftanldy, most of the

. .

business in on weekends and a lot of it is not Connecticut people. A lot of it’s New
Yorkers. This.. .this part of the.. .the state has got, I don’t know what the numbers are,
I was on the zoning commission some years ago but large numbers or New Yorkers
have second houses up here. They’ll come in on Friday and stock up their vegetables
for the weekend.

Q:

Urn hmm. These are the summer residents who have a second home up here or...?

A:

Yeah. They have a second home up here. Lots of them. I mean, from all the way
down in Kent, Cornwall, Sharon, Lakeville, Salisbury and on up into Massachusetts.

Q:

Someone was telling me how...on the other side of the border of New York, it’s not as
populated with the same kind of.. of.. second-home people.

A:

Well, yeah, a lot of them over in Dutchess County, there are lots of people there.. .the
Milibrook area particularly is a very wealthy area where people I expect sometimes
commute to New York, sometimes they don’t commute to anywhere. They just st...

Q:

They just stay where they are...

A:

Stay where they are.

Q:

On their investments.

A:

Yes, exactly. They’ve got some beautiful big horse farms over there. I mean,
it...it...and if you want to find a way of spending money very easily, that’s raising
horses and having a whole bunch of them. Money tends to go away very fast that
way. It’s the same thing with purebred cattle. The best advice I ever got was from my
vet. Years ago, he said, “Mac, don’t get involved in the show business. To you
they’re not worth any more than they are on the hoof.” And the way it worked is that
I have.. .let’s just say I’ve got some show.. .show cattle. So this year, we’ll have a sale
and all the Angus people will come around and We ‘it buy this one and that one and
whatever and it keeps the price up. Then the next year, it’s not spoken and said so,
but it’s sort of assumed you’ll go and buy some from them. So you see, it’s an
artificially high price and a lot of fancy genetic work. I mean gosh, I went up to a farm
not too far from here where they had actually flown two vets out from the University
of Pennsylvania to do embryo transplants. They would give hormones to a cow, she
would super ovulate and then they would collect the eggs and put them into Holstein
heifers. And the Holstein heifers would then have her calf which genetically wasn’t
theirs but they produce a lot more milk...

Q:

Surrogates so to speak?

A:

Yeah, sure. And so the surrogate mother would nurse this beef cow or heifer calf
or. ..and in some cases the bull calf as well. Obviously you don’t need as many bulls as
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you do heifers but the heifers were particularly valuable because you knew the
breeding and you could get.. .you know, I don’t know what the maximum number was
but over five I would think, of fertilized eggs from one cow at a time.

Q:

Did the people who do this, do they do it because they want to be do.. .1 know this is
all personal opinion but does it seem that they’re in it because they really like having a
rural part of their life or is it a tax write-off or is it...?

A:

I think it’s mostly a tax write-off That would be my guess. Now some people are
fascinated by it. I... I can’t put.. .1 don’t know how they really think but in many cases,
the tax laws are such that, I mean, some of them are lawyers. They know what they
are doing. The laws are such that if they can show a profit on their farm one year out
of so many.. .1 don’t know what the number is, and so for one year you tighten your
belt and don’t do anything and expend money and then you can lose money the other
times. I mean, our... our farm, golly, I don’t have any fancy investments in anything.
It’s all right here in the. ..in the farm and on the land. I started off.. .a farmer went out
of business down in Cornwall, I bought a hay rake and a baler for seven hundred and
fifty bucks and started from scratch. And I’ve been upgrading the equipment ever
since. But farming has never been a lucrative business, not in New England. Well,
yeah sure, in some kind.. .tobacco farming in the river valley.

Q:

I’m sure in some years but not those years when cigars were “out.”

A:

Yeah, sure. But generally, people who farm who actually do the farming, I mean, I
know a lot of people around who wear coats and ties and have somebody do the
work. But if you do the work yourself if you do it because you like doing it, not
because you’re going to make a lot of money at it.. within the last few years a lot of
farmers just because the economic situation has been so difficult in agriculture.. .1
mean, I’ve got a tractor that I bought new in 1976 or 7. I spend seven thousand
dollars on it. It still runs, still fine. That same basic tractor today would run around
thirty thousand dollars.

Q:

Do you think prices have gone up that far?

A:

Yeah, that’s the point.

Q:

I mean food costs haven’t gone up that fast.

A:

No, but what a farmer gets for his milk today I’m told, is about what he got for it in
1980. And yet the equipment is what kills him. You can’t go out with a scythe and
do.. .get enough hay for your animals. You have to use machinery. And that stuff
wears out after a while.

Q:

Are you limited by the kind of machinery because of the.. .the terrain of the land?

A:

To a certain extent. In the Middle West where they’ve got huge big fields that are.. .if
they’re not flat they’re generally rolling, and they.. .the glacier didn’t do what it did to
New England. You don’t have a lot of rock to contend with. So you can cover a lot
more land in the same period of time than you could in New England. You don’t have
to spend as much money for.. .to get a heavier duty plow which will hit a rock, will
automatically kick out of the ground and reset itself for example. Out in the Middle
West, you don’t need to do that. So why spend the extra money for the fancy plow
where you can get by with a lighter weight rig. And you’ve got a lot of the farpi
machinery companies, they’ve got huge things. I mean, golly, they stretch out with
hydraulic arms so that the harrows will go out twenty feet or twenty-four feet or
something like that and around here you’re lucky to find a place in your field where
you’ve got twenty-four feet that are flat enough so that the same harrow would touch
the ground all the way, all twenty-four feet of it.

Q:

Plus the stone walls.

A:

Yeah, right. So it’s a different kind of farming really, it’s smaller.

Q:

So why do you.. .what do you think make.. makes you want to do this?

A:

Well, I’ve always enjoyed it and since I retired from teaching.. .1 say retired.. .1... it was
a combination. I liked the farm and there was a change in administration in school.
They said that all faculty members would have to live on campus. Well hey, I live out
here. This is where I live. And so I left teaching. It’s just a matter of what did Sir
Edmund Hillary say? “Why did you climb the mountain?” “Because it was there.” I
mean, you know, the farm was here. We could farm it and Linda’s grandmother said,
“If you’ll farm it, you can build a house anywhere’s on the land you want.” And we
picked a nice view. So I’ve been doing it ever since. I’m slowing down a little now but
when you get into your mid-sixties you do that.

Q:

What has been your greatest frustration in doing what you’re doing?

A:

The hardest thing do to. ..the farming part is well, is like anything else. It has it’s
moments. It.. there’s a certain amount of tedium in anything buy the hardest part is
marketing. Try to sell it and make a profit. You can.. .1 mean, I just did. I just had a
trailer truck of animals.. .(Here) you go to the local sales and there aren’t enough
farmers raising it so that the buyers will come in. And they’ll have a preset agreement.
I need five cows; you need five cows; he needs five cows so I’ll bid on these, you
don’t. It’s so they keep the prices down. So you can’t take them to the local auction
sales the way people used to when there were enough farmers around. I have to send
mine all the way down to New Holland, Pennsylvania. I just sent a trailer truck. He
could hardly maneuver through the barnyard to load up but down there there is a big
enough market, big enough auction so you can get a decent price for your animals.

Q:

Even paying the difference in the trucking?
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A:

Yeah, well trucking isn’t bad because the trailer truck, he charges you twenty-five
dollars to take a cow from here to New Holland which is not a bad deal. It would cost
me the same thing to take one from here to the local auction up in Chatham. And yet,
you know, how much is much.. .1 have a cattle trailer myself but I’m not going to be
driving it all the way to New Holland and it takes too long. He goes down there. I
guess he must spend the night. I don’t know how many he takes but it’s a huge, great
big rig. I mean, it’s...

Q:

Does he take yours plus others?

A:

Oh golly yes.

Q:

You’re all kind of pooling?

A:

Yeah. I’ll call him up and say, “Ivan, I’ve got nine steers to go to New Holland,” and
he’ll say “fine, I’ll let you know.” And a week or two later, he’ll call me up and say,
“I’m coming next Wednesday,” or whatever day it happens to be. And he’ll have a
whole bunch of animals. He’ll fill his rig.

Q:

Now, is he from the New Holland area?

A:

No, he’s from here. I mean, he’s up in Massachusetts someplace. But he hauls the
cattle down there and they go down to the big sale and...

Q:

And does he haul something back?

A:

I don’t know. I honestly don’t.. .1 don’t think so. But I don’t.. .1 don’t know the
answer to that. But, you know, ifhe...let’sjust...I’m making up numbers ‘cause I
don’t know. But let’s say he hauls thirty cattle down there at twenty-five dollars a
head and it’s a two-day deal, that’s not too bad.

Q:

So what’s been your biggest joy, your biggest satisfaction here?

A:

Being my own boss. I mean, we can’t beat going out here.. look at this. If it weren’t’
going to rain for the next couple of days, I’d be out mowing grass right now. This is
an odd year. We had a drought so I got the first mowing of hay and then nothing
grew ‘cause it didn’t rain. Finally, we got some rain in the late summer and the grass
started to grow and right now it’s not going to grow much anymore because it’s
starting to get cold at night. But you can still harvest it. Last year at this time in
October, I put in nineteen dump truck loads in the silo. And I don’t know, maybe
three or four tons apiece so you get a lot of feed in the autumn. But while.. .1 like it. I
mean, I could.. .well, now I couldn’t because they wouldn’t take somebody my age to
go back into teaching. I loved teaching, it was a lot of fun but they don’t take people
in their sixties to do that sort of thing. But anyways so that’s what I do. That’s
just.. .you know, you don’t burn bridges intentionally but time does it for you.
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Q:

If you had to do anything differently in what you’ve done agriculturally farming-wise,
what would it be?

A:

Golly, I don’t know. It sure wouldn’t be dairy, that’s for sure. I know people that
have stuck with dairying and they work so many ho.. .1 mean, I work but I don’t work
from three-thirty in the morning until six o’clock at night.

Q:

Do you have much hired.. ever hire anyone to help?

A:

I have a part-time helper now. I couldn’t do it all. I have to have someone to rake the
hay. I can bale all the hay but you have to have somebody rake it because if you have
to rake it and then turn around and go back and bale it, the day’s too short. You start
getting dew on it. Or you have a thunderstorm. So you.. you get like two or three
days of. .of nice drying weather and you have to capitalize on that. He’ll be out there
raking and I’ll be right behind him with the baler and so basically, you’re.. .you’re
doubling the.. .the manpower which cuts the time in half

Q:

So you had two tract.. .it’s raked with a...?

A:

A little bitty tractor with a hay rake and then the baler is pulled by a larger tractor, or
the chopper whichever...
(Tape interruption.)

.which you may not need. I don’t know.

Q:

That’s all right. No, because part of what.. .what I’m.. .some things I’m learning along
the way. When I see differences in what people are talking about. Then I’ll pursue it
the next time. You mentioned your silos. Well, in some parts of the state, they’re not
using silos as much. They’re using whatever it’s called and covering it with.. with...

A:

A trench.

Q:

A what please?

A:

A trench dug in the ground?

Q:

And they fill it and then they cover it with vinyl and put tires on it?

A:

Black plastic, yeah.

Q:

Mlright.

A:

Are we back on again?

Q:

Yes, we’re on. I’m all set.

Ic

A:

No, the disadvantage of the trench system is that you have spoilage. Even though you
cover it with plastic and put tires over it, you’re going to lose a few inches. Well, if
you got a few inches times how long you know, two hundred feet or something and
how wide? Twenty-five, thirty feet? You’re losing quite a bit of feed. If you put an
airtight silo like the one’s I’ve got, those blue ones, you might lose a little but at the
very, very top. But being airtight obviously you have to open the door to let.. .to get
the silage out but the quality of the feed is better. Now, if you’re.. .if you’re on a farm
my size, you can do that. If you’re in a huge big farm, it’s more difficult because
everything has to go in a little blow pipe that’s this big around to get into the silo and
everything has to come out a little door that’s only like this to come out.

Q:

Does it come out mechanically or...?

A:

Oh, yeah. The same company that makes the silo unloaders, makes coal mining
equipment. It goes in there and it literally digs it out with very sharp knives on a chain
and just rotates around the silo. So that what goes in goes in the top of the silo and
what comes out comes out of the bottom. And so in the meantime it’s had a chance to
ferment. It’s sort of analogous to, you can eat raw potatoes. They don’t taste all that
good and they’re probably a little hard to digest but you could survive I guess. But if
you cook ‘em, that’s quite different. Well, the cattle can eat plain grass but if you
ferment it in the silo it breaks down the lignin. .1 don’t know how much of this you
know about but it’s the glue that holds the cells together. Basically, it’s slightly
cooked and so the palatability is better and it’s basically letting some bacterial
predigest a little bit of it. And the cows can’t digest it themselves anyways without
bacteria in their guts. They need them in their rumen to do the work for them. They
have both protozoa and bacteria to do that and so the quality improves while it’s going
through one of those silo processes. Well the same thing in the trench. You will have
some fermentation taking place. But when you put chopped grass into a silo like mine,
you get it down to about fifty per cent moisture. If you want to have grass silage to
put in the trench, you have to have it wetter than that which means that you’re
hauling.. .you’re spending money for fuel to haul water basically, from the field back to
the farm area.
.

Q:

You let it dry before you bring it in?

A:

The bales, oh sure. The baled hay is very dry.

Q:

No, I mean the silage before you bring it in.

A:

You let it dry to about fifty per cent. It has to have some moisture in it so it won’t
start a fire in your silo. If it ferments and gets too hot, there are certain chemical
changes take place that bind up the protein so the cows.. .it’s there but the cows can’t
use it if it gets too warm in the fermentation. So you have to watch that.

Q:

And how do you.. .how could you correct it?

in

Q: :

The big fan that blows the stuff up the silo pipe inside., there’s a hopper into which the
hay is dumped from the.. .the truck and you can hitch a garden hose up to that.
There’s a little attachment there and you can open a valve and spray a certain amount
of water on it so that you can add water back in if you have a particularly dry spell so
that it dried more rapidly than you can get it chopped.

Q:

Interesting. I keep thinking about how many.. .how many kids in school would ever
.if they had a chance to diagram a silo and what makes it work, it would be a terrific
biology lesson.
•

.

A:

Oh yeah. But I mean, you know, I took graduate courses in bacteriology so I would
know something about it.

Q:

Yeah, interesting. What about the whole interest in organic foods? There’s a lot of
controversy between the traditional farmers and the organic movement. What do you
think that’s like in Connecticut? New England has. ..I’ve had friends who’ve gone to
conferences in Vermont and New Hampshire. This goes along with sustainable
agriculture and so on. What kinds of things have you run into in Connecticut if any?

A:

Well basically, I run into a lot of old-time farmers that have gone through high school
then the land grant colleges sent out representatives through the.. .the Litchfield
Extension Service telling them the best way to do things. Well now, you’re involved
in the University. Where does the land grant college get grants from? A lot of them
come from the big chemical companies and people.. .the educational background it
says, “Hey, the way to control weeds is to spray ‘em with XY and Z.” And so a lot of
that gets passes on down to the farmers as the way to do it because that’s were the
money has come from. It’s not that it’s an intentional.. .although there are some of the
people that get a little more excited than I do about philosophy.. .the organic
philosophy can be taken to the extreme just like anything else. They won’t let me, for
example, use pressure treated posts on the land. Well, there’re are studies that have
been done that show that if you’re within less than an inch of that post, you’re not
going to have any leaching of chemicals from the pressure treated post. Okay, so I go
cut my own cedar trees and do it that way but come on folks, it gets carried to an
extreme. But anyway, traditionally the.. the farmers have been.. .because they... many
of them haven’t had a lot of formal education and so they do what they hear about and
in most of the journals that they have, Hey, here’s how you control weeds. If you got
a lot of corn, you spray it with whatever it happens to be and they don’t know what
that spray might do. And the fact that.. .well, I’ve got a neighbor that lives a few miles
as the crow flies up here who has not been able to grow apple trees because there was
corn planted on the ground in which the apples are trying to grow. Oh, golly, she’s
been there for some years now. Atrazine was sprayed and that stuff does not break
down. It gets down too low to do any good for the weeds but it’s still in the subsoil
and her apple trees of course, send roots down there and...I mean this is according to
what she has said. I don’t have any specific data saying it’s the Atrazine that’s caused
the problem with her apples but she seems to think so and she’s a Ph.D. She knows
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something about it. So, I don’t know. But 1.. .I’ve had conventional farmers saying
Welt, that ‘s allfine for you because you only have, you know, ninety cows, you can do
that. I have to raise so many hundreds of acres. But the Rodale Press came out with
some of the Middle Western farmers who’d gone into organic farming, finding, that by
using cover crops and by plowing it under or by harrowing it under, and there are a
whole lot of different methods, you can increase the organic matter in the soil so if you
have a drought, you’re.. .you’re liable to get a better crop than those who don’t. You
don’t get quite the same crop as putting a whole lot of commercial fertilizer on the
ground and I don’t know the numbers in my head, that you need in order to make
urea, which is the nitrogen source used for corn. You have to heat up atmospheric
nitrogen in the presence of I guess, of a platinum catalyst. I’m not sure what the
catalyst is. Have to heat it up, I think they use natural gas mostly but to make a pound
of that you have to use.. .1 don’t know what the quantity of natural gas is but it’s
expensive. At the moment, you know, with our throw-away economy we’ve got
natural gas out there that’s all fine and dandy. You put that in the ground. Now all of
it goes into the corn, not in Connecticut here that I know of But in California they’ve
had a big problem with nitrate buildup in the soil in their Central Valley in California
because they have been using some of these commercial fertilizers. They’re water
soluble. They’ve had trouble with nitrate levels getting too high for the.. .for people or
particularly for children in the wells and it’s.. .it’s philosophically what’s going to
happen over the years. I think that’s what they were getting close to saying. You may
not get, as you cannot squeeze as much out of the ground in any one particular year
perhaps, but you’ll have a better crop most of the time. I mean, there are fields around
here that have been continuous corn since I came to town in 1960. And there’s no
organic matter in there to speak of. It looks like gravel. It’s basically, you’re sort of
doing hyperphonics. The soil is considered a.. .a something for who.. .into which the
roots will penetrate to hold the plant up but you’re putting everything else in. And if
you do and if it’s for cows, they don’t.. well, we don’t pay attention to whether they
like the flavor of it or not. But if you grow vegetables organically and incorporate
animal manures and leaf mold and all that kind of thing into the soil, there well may be
traces of things that you don’t even know about, scientifically speaking. And I’m not
talking about inorganic materials, I’m talking about the interactions between fungi and
bacteria and the organic matter in the soil that produce things that the plants take in
and make things particularly flavorful.

Q:

Have you run across people who are.. .having been involved with integrated pest
management which is what they do now to..

A:

I know what it is, yeah.. .to counteract all the chemicals and some that they used to
use... There is a guy up here; Taft farm in Great Barrington, Massachusetts just up the
road here a little over half an hour. He’s been doing that for some years now. He
brought... put up ---traps to get... catch insects and once the population gets to a certain
size he’d say, “Oh, what did I do?”

Q:

Something else you said that I.. .oh, the farm Bureau. You mentioned you’d gotten

some information one time from the Farm Bureau. Have you had experience with
farm Bureau or the Grange or things like that?
A:

Not really. I’m a member of the farm Bureau but just because I’m a farmer not
because it’s.. .philosophically. The farm Bureau seems to me anyways, to be pretty
much involved in commercial chemical agribusiness. And there are all sorts of
government programs out there where you can.. .you can get crop insurance in case of
a flood or a drought or something like that. I was just talking on the phone with
somebody who had it and because of the drought this summer, he put in for it and he
found out that...first of all, the red tape was you know, stacks of paper. He found out
that when he was all said and done, he’d been paying insurance on this over the years,
every year crop insurance, that he didn’t even get back what it cost him to plant.. .to
buy the seed and prepare the ground and to plant it. And my feeling has always been,
if I can’t make it on my own, it’s time to get out. So I don’t take any.. .1 don’t get
involved in any grants of any sort. I just do it myself and if I can’t do it, I mean you
got to tighten your belt sometimes. Some years we just get by. I mean, you always
just get by somehow but some years are tighter than others.
.

.

Q:

Did any of your children express an interest.. .what’s going to happen to the farm
after.. after you?

A:

It’ll probably be developed. We’ve had developers come and ask us would we sell the
farm to them. We
the development rights and there’s a certain amount of politics
involved with that. At least I felt there were because the land that we were being
compared to was not even in Connecticut. It was in New York State. At least most
of it was. And so.. excuse me I got cookie crumbs in my throat. The offer that we
were given.. .they give the difference between the development cost of the land and
whatever you could get for it and agricultural value. Well, the agricultural value, I
guess that was.. .1 could understand that but the development value of the land was
depressed to the point to where it wasn’t worth doing.

Q:

Is that.. .is that consistent across the state?

A:

I don’t think so. I don’t know.

Q:

Well, the eastern side might have been compared to Rhode Island for example.

A:

Well, I wish we’d been compared to Connecticut myself

Q:

Yeah, well, I know...that’s right yeah. But I’m just saying.

A:

But.. .but. .but at the time, we were offered a certain amount of money to sell the
development rights for the farm and that wasn’t.. you could sell three acres for that.
You see, it wasn’t economically sensible. It just.. .it just didn’t make any sense at all to
tie it all up. And then my daughter, we had one child, is in a profession that is a good
.

deal more lucrative than this. She’s a lawyer.. .and she’s got ajob that’s.. .she makes
more money than I make in ten. I mean, takes home. In a farm there’s all kinds of
money but it just turns around and goes right back out and pays the.. .the vet and the
machinery bills and all that kind of thing. She would like to keep part of it as a place to
live but it won’t be a working farm the way it is now. And that’s going to happen
within.. .I’ll be out probably within the next.. .well, I’m sixty-three. Hey, one of the
actuarial statistics. You know.

Q:

I’m finding some pretty healthy farmers in their nineties.

A:

Yeah, Well, I go out every other day, I run two miles. I run from right here to this
house, down the road, down to the farm and back because the doctor says, “Hey, you
get all Irinds of exercise on the farm but it’s.. .it’ s lifting and hauling and it’s not
cardiovascular stress,” and so that’s what I do. So I don’t know but I suspect that the
kind of heavy work that I have to do, I won’t be able to do when I’m in my nineties. I
mean, I get banged up a bit. The other day I had to load some cattle, I got my hand
smashed between a cow and the side of the barn. You don’t do that too many times.

Q:

You mentioned before about you know, getting money to
and so on and you
mentioned insurance. Do you have to have a different kind of insurance because of
selling or any farmer, selling or marketing directly? I’ve never asked this of anybody.
I just.. .it dawned on me that a lot of people are marketing directly now.

A:

When we sold... Well, New York City is so concerned about being sued, various parts
of the city, the Department of the Environment; so when we were down there in the
city selling at the Farmers Market we had to have product liability insurance. And the
insurance companies look at you and say, “You’re selling meat? Mmrn. That could go
stale.” I said, “Well, what about if it’s frozen in the packing plant and you get frozen
from them, keep it frozen and sell it frozen?” Okay, they’ll buy that but there are
people down there that sell chicken that’s freshly plucked. It’s never been frozen. I’d
be scared personally. I mean, I never had any trouble because you know, it’s all
frozen. But...

Q:

You think of the movies and the pictures we have from grocery stores in the past
where the chickens are hanging there. Fresh chickens.

A:

Oh yeah. Sure, yeah. frankly I feel...I mean, this is just an off the cuff comment, that
we’ve gone too far the other way. And yet with the size of our agribusinesses, where
there are slaughter houses that will process five hundred to a thousand animals a day;
if..it’s just like a barrel of apples, if there’s one apple in there that’s got it’s own
species of E-coli in it and there’s somebody with a garden hose spraying off carcasses,
you know, wherever the water splashed it you can spread things around. As far as in
the slaughter house that does maybe a half a dozen animals in a day or something like
that, there’s much more care; the inspector’s sitting right on top of it all. Down there
he inspects every what, ten carcasses? I don’t know, I don’t know the numbers but
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it’s not possible for.. .for them to go over that carefully. But if there were a much
more decentralized system.. well, let me give you an analogy. When I was in
Okinawa, there’d be four employees on a bus. There’d be a driver, there would be a
ticket taker and there would be somebody at the front door, the back door to help
people in and off the bus. They all have jobs. Now they don’t make a pile of money
but they have their pride and they’ve got a job. Here the philosophy is, if you can
build a machine to take over somebody’s job, put the machine in because you can plug
the machine in and he doesn’t belong to a union. He doesn’t do this. He doesn’t do
that. You know, he...and so...you take a person’s job away so what happens to them?
They.. .somehow they have to survive whether it’s on the dole or I don’t know, you
see? And so that philosophy is something that we have to contend with unless we
eventually change it. The frightening thing is that I was a delegate to China oh about
six years ago. The Ministry of Agriculture invited some organic farmers to go over
and talk to them and we were told by the State Department, “Oh, you’re just going to
get the Party line.” Well, we didn’t. They were tearing their hair saying, “Look,” the
government said, you’ve got to feed our people, and yet we’re going to industrialize.”
And so it’s a lot easier to put a factory on a piece of flat ground than it is on a hillside
and the flat ground is the agricultural land. And so they were, “How do we do it?” I
always thought of it as taking coals to Newcastle. You can’t tell the Chinese anything
about organic farming. They’ve been doing it since the Europeans were running
around throwing stones at each other but they wanted to know. The reason the Yellow
River’s called that is because of the amount of erosion that takes place. So they
they’re having a big problem. For example, in Beijing, we were at the University of
Beijing for a while, they said that in 19...I think it was around 1950, the water table
was five meters down. Now it’s fifty-five because they’ve been pumping water out in
order to irrigate. Because if you take a look at China, the westerly winds that come
across Europe, they come across the Gobi Desert. There isn’t any rain in ‘em and so
the only rain they get is sort of back door stuff coming in off the Pacific. But that’s
not the way the winds normally blow. So they’ve got a lot more land than they
can.. .than they can water basically. And so they got a big problem and it will affect us.
I gave a lecture down here at UConn, Torrington Branch. When I came back a guy
wanted me to come in..

Q:

Tell again what year that was approximately.

A:

Oof 1994. That.. .that.. .1 mean now, that’s a guess. I don’t remember exactly, I
could look it up.

Q:

No, that’s all right.

A:

And I wanted to discuss my experiences. One of the things that the Chinese asked me
is, “What does corn cost in the field in the United States?” I said, “Well, right now
shelled corn in our part of the country is about eighty dollars a ton.” He said, “Oh,
that’s good because in China, we.. .we are going to be able to pay a hundred and fifty
dollars a ton for that corn.” And students at UConn said, “So what. That doesn’t
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affect us.” I said, “Now wait a minute now. Hold on. What.. .what does that corn get
used for?” Corn oil and all these.. .those other products that they don’t think of that
corn’s involved in. It..if...the corn...the price of corn nearly doubles, it’s gonna, you
know, never mind corn flakes. It’s the all sorts of other things that it gets involved in.
And.. .but the Chinese and there isn’t any such thing as a union over in China that I
ever saw where.. .and I’m not talking down unions, but I’m saying that their labor goes
from before dawn to after dusk because they’re hungry. You gotta eat. And their
system, which I disagree with philosophically, seems to work. They don’t give a
nickel for human life. They don’t care. We saw more people.. .they for example, we
had some.. .a couple of our delegates came from California and they were
entomologists dealing with.. .well, one of them grew cotton or specialized in cotton
and the Chinese were having a lot of trouble because they had lost about thirty per
cent of their cotton crops to insects. And they were concerned about that and they
had.. .they said that we have about thirty million Chinese that don’t get enough food in
the basic calories in a day to be healthy. And I’ve forgotten the number that they
didn’t have enough cloth to make clothes for and in Beijing, they’re very careful
with.. .with. .because foreigners come there and they.. there aren’t street people so to
speak. But when we got out into the countryside, some of those railroad stations,
people who hadn’t been near water, it must have been weeks I mean, where they could
get clean and they were in rags. When a country.. .when people get to that stage that
there isn’t any kind of organized labor that’s going to say, “You can’t work more than
so many hours a day,” when if you can find work you get it and you do it. And when
we have to compete with them in the world market, we aren’t going to compete very
successfully. The Yellow River’s not only because of...because of erosion but it’s
yellow because of clay. Every five or six kilometers there’d be another brick factory
and I’ve never seen villages turn into towns so quickly. You drive in on a bus in China
and there wouldn’t be a new building here and a new building there. The whole main
street would just be bricks going up. And they are industrialized; little factories, fifty,
hundred employees making this, that or the other thing. We were invited into one of
them. It didn’t seem anything unusual to see a high school age girl falling asleep and
having a supervisor coming up and poking her, “Wake up. Get back to work.” You
know, these.. .these are tough conditions but as the human population grows and it
is. .Well actually, it just said at Sarajevo was it that the six billionth person was just
born? We’re gonna have a... a problem.
.

Q:

So what do you think then. ...this is a little bit off whatever I’ve talked with before,
with the global economy? I mean, we’re talking about the price of corn that the
Chinese would be willing to pay for and meanwhile we already have underdeveloped
countries that...

A:

Who doesn’t have enough.

Q:

And.. .who are exporting their products because they can get more for it by shipping it
out.

A:

Well, this is going to...

Q:

What’s going to happen to us?

A:

Yeah, but one of the problems in China was.. .one of the professors was.. .1 sat at the
farewell banquet in the University of Beijing. I was talking to this Chinese guy I
mean, I don’t speak Chinese but he spoke English, and I was asking him, I said, “What
are some of the problems that you face?” He said, “Here we have just so much good
agricultural land, not enough rain and yet we have farmers because of the economic
loosening that they have had, growing these very fine specialty vegetables to be
exported to Japan where we should be growing corn or wheat or something that
would produce more per acre to feed the Chinese.” But he (the fanner) is making
more money selling these little.., cute little whatever they are.. .lettuces or...

Q:

Lettuces and...

A:

Yeah, sure to Japan, because he could make more money at it and so he said...

Q:

And not as much work.

A:

Yeah, well I don’t know about that. There’s an awful lot of hand labor there. In
vegetables there’s an awful lot of hand work, stoop work.

Q:

Regardless of what it is, then...

A:

Yeah. Well...

Q:

Because I mean, if you’re let’s see, involved in equipment. Well, they don’t have the
equipment.

A:

They don’t have the equipment or anything.. .The thing that scared me, we’d be going
by on the bus and being given tours of some of these farms and the children would be
picking up the foliage of these various kinds of plants. And their parents would be
using these pump sprayers to spray them with insecticides. Well, the kids have got
bare arms. I mean, you know, that would be entirely illegal here. Probably the
chemicals they’re using wouldn’t even be allowed here. I don’t know but it seems to
me that.. .that. .that is.. .is frightening it’s.. .but. .but hey. There are just too many
people and the numbers are growing. This is a.. .you give me a soapbox and I’ll get up
and lecture on that for hours and hours.
.

.

Q:

How did you.. .again, how did you happen to be selected to go to on this?

A:

Because I subscribe to that particular journal called “The New farm” through the
Rodale Institute and the head of the Rodale Institute was contacted by the Ministry of
Agriculture in China and he sent out questionnaires to a whole bunch of subscribers
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thinking some of them might be interested. And I said sure, I’d go. And it was very
interesting. I mean, it was just fascinating to learn the problems that they have
because here our news is mostly local and what we.. .when we do hear about news
of...of other countries.. .for example, George Bush (Sr.,) at that point was saying, and I
felt it was... especially after I had been in China, very much for the local consumption.
It had nothing to do with what was in China. Their policy of” so many children per
family.” I got over there and they pointed out to us, “Look, if.we don’t have enough
food.” And because at that point, Mao Tse Tung was being... all the statues were
being ripped down and the Chinese people were realizing what had happened. He
wanted to industrialize so everyone sent all their metal, the pots and pans and stufi
into factories to be melted down to be made into machines. Nobody paid attention to
sending people out into the countryside to do the harvest. And so they estimated that
between thirty and forty million Chinese starved to death. We talk about the
Holocaust in Europe which was by design. It was frightful but we don’t even realize
that even larger numbers... how many people do they think died in the Holocaust, six
million or something like that? I don’t remember the number. I think that’s the
number that sticks in my mind. We’re talking about thirty to forty million Chinese
allowed to starve. Most of the ones that die when there’s not enough food are the very
young and the very old. And so the consequence is that the population.. .most of the
families in China when we were there, we didn’t see a large number of elderly but
most of them were in their childbearing years. And so if they have more children the
population is still going up even with the requirement of only one child per family.
And that’s honored in the breech in many parts of China. They were saying,
“What.. .what can we do?” You know, this is a serious problem that they had. I talked
to one guy who was there putting up a new.. .building a new road. Well, there road
work is four hundred people literally, lined up out there. Some are digging away the
mud. Others are putting down gravel. Others... and where do they get the gravel?
They go down to the local stream, they’ve got baskets with a piece of bamboo pole
across their shoulder. They fill those baskets with gravel from the streambed and take
it and dump it and that’s the road. And I said through the translator who was a
graduate student, “What do you get paid?” And he said, “I get two kilograms of rice a
week.” That’s his pay. No green money, just two kilograms of rice. He and his wife
and a child have to live on two kilograms of rice. Well, 2.2 times 2 is not very many
pounds of rice and they’ll have to get some other vegetables to mix in with it but very
little protein. You know, meat and eggs are something that.. that now that they’re
industrializing, they’re getting more of, but the problems is, they’re having a big
problem in southern China now with pollution because they’re raising hundreds of
thousands of duck. And duck is a big deal. I know that Peking duck is so good too. I
mean this is getting way off your subject but we had a couple of Australian Aborigines
that were also invited to this. .they were members of the delegation of foreigners in
China when I was there. They weren’t there because they were aborigines, they just
happened to be. But they were both teachers in Australia and of course, they had been
raised. They were sort of two cultures really. They had been raised as children by
Aborigine parents and yet they had also gotten higher education. They both were
doc. .they had their doctorates and one day we were out in a peach orchard looking at
.

V7

the peaches.. .they had this... each little peach, they had individual.. .there were Chinese
out there putting little bags around each peach. Each peach. Now they had pruned
the trees so that they would have the optimum.. .you got to get so many pounds of
peach out of a peach tree, Whether the peaches are this big or whether they are twice
as big. Of course, there is not...probably you can’t get them to be this big but. ..and so
they were putting these little bags and tying the strings. So why? No insects to get to
the peach. ‘Cause there have so much free labor.. .not free labor but cheap labor. But
crawling up the trunks of these trees we saw some of the locusts. They were just
hatching out of the ground and Ijoked to one of the Australians...I said, “Yeah, right.
We’re gonna probably have these on the menu in a couple of days.” We did. I’ve got
photographs to prove it. Deep fried locusts.

Q:

A natural crop.

A:

Exactly. And they eat anything that creeps and crawls. We had scorpions. As a
matter of fact, I was second in command of this expedition and I was asked to be in
charge of ‘being nice” basically. Everyone must try everything.

Q:

PR.

A:

Yes, everyone must try all the food because they really put out a red carpet for us in
terms of food, and it was good, but some of the things were a little tough because we
just aren’t accustomed to them. I’ve always felt, “When in Rome do as the Romans
do.” So I try. ..I said, “All right, I’m going to try one of these scorpions.” Well, I pick
it up with my chopsticks and having been in Japan and I know how to handle
chopsticks pretty well, put it to my mouth and it’s been cooked. There’s no poison
left but that doesn’t mean that their little.. .the point on the end of their tail isn’t there.
It cut my lip and way in and they’re sharp as a needle. Sharper than a needle and I ate
it. It was fine, it was okay, you know. But the blood was dripping out of my.. .where
that had gone in. Of course, I didn’t know it and everyone looked at me and said, “He
ate one, look he’s bleeding.” So anyways...

Q:

Would you talk about, for the tape, Rodale Press, Rodale Institute?

A:

Yeah. I don’t know an awfiil lot about where they are now. At that time, they had in
Enunaus, Pennsylvania. Emmaus I think it’s pronounced. They had an experimental
farm where they were doing a lot of work in organic agriculture. And they were
promulgating this around the world. As a matter of fact, the head of the Rodale, the
whole thing, had been in Russia, and he.. .as a matter of fact, he died in a traffic
accident in Moscow, trying to put forth the idea of regenerative agriculture and... and
doing things organically. He had been in publishing and had made enough money so
he could go ahead and start up this experimental farm. And so they did. They also
have I don’t know how many publications out there but they have various that are
tailored for particular sports I think.

Q:

Yes, they.. they specialize.

A:

Prevention Magazine, too. Yeah. But it’s a philosophy to them and at that point, I
don’t know Whe’s still there, there was a John Haderen, was the name of him. He
was the first non-family member that was miming the show because the boss man died
in an accident and they sort of had to, I’m fairy certain without knowing the specifics,
to make things work economically as well as promulgate their philosophy. So the
magazine Organic Gardening I think is probably still going strong. But it deals with a
little backyard garden. There were some farms in the Middle West that had gone into
organic farming. I know now that there are some farms even in western New York
State that were. ..raise grain. Most of it gets sold in Japan ‘cause it’s certified organic.
It’s not done through NOFA, the National Organic.. .it’s done through OCIA and I
forget what those letters stand for but it’s another certification agency that.. .that
certifies organic... organically grown chemical food produce or grain, whatever. And
so there is a market for it but I don’t... I can’t speak much more about Rodale than
what I said.

Q:

Another thing that I made a note of before, you mentioned you were on the Zoning
Board. What other kinds of participation had you taken in these kinds of community
things?

A:

I was on the.. .the regular Planning and Zoning Commission and then I was on the
Zoning Board of Appeals. It all adds up to probably about twenty years, all told. And
I’d probably still be there only I just don’t go out to meetings at night. I get tired.
But the town, this town has a big map and they show all the open space and
agricultural land and they’re trying very hard. There is a..

Q:

Is this the GIS map?

A:
Yeah, right but they plotted all the various... Oh, I’m not sure if it’s a USGS sheet. I
don’t know what.. what map they’ve used but they got a whole map of the town. It’s the one
that the taxes are computed from so I mean, it’s fairy accurate and there is a local association
called the Salisbury Association. We’re in the town of Salisbury even though this is the
village of Lakeville. You know, Lakeville, Salisbury, Ainsville, Taconic, Falls Village are all
in the. ..excuse me, not Falls Village, that’s across the river. But Lyme Rock, that’s what I
meant to say. They’re all in the town of Salisbury. This association is private but
they.. .they’re trying very hard to work through a nature conservancy and various other
organizations to... and I just went to a meeting a week ago where they had New York State,
Connecticut and Massachusetts altogether in trying.. within this part of the world because
there is a... a national map that they have showing green belts as it were and one of the largest
pieces of relatively undeveloped land, and I’ve forgotten the numbers. I can’t remember
numbers in my head but was it thirty thousand or sixty thousand.. .1 don’ know. Thousands of
acres of land that cover this particular area, northwestern Connecticut, the southern
Berkshires of Massachusetts and then adjoining land in New York State is relatively
untouched. And they’re trying to as much as possible, keep it that way. And they bnd just.at
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that point they were congratulating themselves because from private donations, they had been
able to get together and buy a six hundred acre farm that had.. .that developers had wanted to
get. This is in Massachusetts and of course, once it’s developed, it’s developed. And this
valley here is lovely and we’re trying to keep it from getting developed but we’ve had
developers come through here saying, “Oh, golly. We could put in four acre, five acre lots
and a trout stream right...

Q:

I interviewed a man over in the middle part of Connecticut and he said, “It’s too bad
they don’t develop on the hills and leave the valley alone.” But it.. .they don’t.. .the
developers and the towns sell out... I don’t mean sell out but I mean they seem to
develop land that’s not complicated. So.. .is there anything else you’d like to add to
this.

A:

I can’t think of anything.

Q:

We’ve gone around your family. We’ve gone into your business. We’ve gone into
international trade. International relations.

A:

Yeah, all sorts of stuff here with...I...you know, of course, that old saw, Jack of all
trades and master of none. I can talk about a lot of things but that doesn’t mean I
know anything about ‘em.

Q:

Well, I thank you very, very much for taking the time and agreeing to do this.

A:

You’re very welcome, sure.

