CONNECTICUT 20TH CENTURY AGRICULTURAL HISTORY PROJECT

ORAL HISTORIES
Interviewer: Luane I. Lange
Name of person Interviewed:

Norma O’Leary

Date of Interview:

December 15, 1999

Transcriber:

NIM Transcription

Interviewee Address:

Q:

Interviewing Norma O’Leary. Norma is from Thompson Connecticut and has been
the Past President of the Farm Bureau. So we’re going to first start Norma, with your
own life on your farm, your family, your grandmother.. .whatever way you want to do
it. We were talking about people and why they stay in farming and you were talking
about your grandmother. So let’s start there which is unusual for what I do, but go
ahead.

A:

Well, I guess what we were relating to was depending.. you know, you look at your
life or past and you say, “Well, gee it wasn’t that great. That must have been great at
that time.” But depending on how far back you go, and I would like to relate to my
grandmother who lived to be a hundred and one-and-a-half. She was from the era that
really lived off the land and really struggled to live and to find food for her family. So
in her growing of food or producing.. .and producing the milk and taking a horse and
buggy to Webster Massachusetts to peddle her products, I think there was a struggle
ofjust survival which is kind of unheard of today. And that would not have been
something that she would have wanted to have gone back to.

Q:

She was in Thompson also?

A:

Yes.

Q:

All right. So where did they come from?

A:

They have always lived in Thompson or just in that area for generations.

Q:

So.. .so for generations. All right. Then, this was the family farm that...where she was
doing it?

A:

Yes.

Q:

And where was the nearest town at the time?

A:

Webster Massachusetts. Thompson is in the northeast corner of Connecticut. Urn
hmm.

Q:

Were other people struggling the same way?

A:

Yes. That was the era.

Q:

So this is in the l8what’s?

A:

Oh probably just about 1900. Fatly 1900’s. Gram was bom in probably 13.22 I think
it was.

Q:

So then, the mills were coming. There were mills and things around there at the time
though.

A:

No, there were no. ..her husband who worked off the land did logging or... .had a
survival fapn, that they lived off, the farm, off the land.

Q:

About how many acres are we talking about?

A;

Gee, I don’t know. I would say ten, twenty r whatever. They had -a few cows-and
they had a horse and I guess my... when my grandfather would work, it would be for
someone logging or drawing out wood or something in that area.

Q:

When... did she go to school?

A:

Gram probably went to the eighth grade or so. I know my dad only.. .being the oldest
of the five children, only went to the eighth grade because there was no transportation
at the high school at that time.

Q:

Which was in Webster?

A:

No, a high school... .this would be in Connecticut which would be in Thompson.

Q:

Oh, oh. All right. So how far out of Thompson did they live?

A:

Oh, it must have been to the school.. .to the high school... high school was in North
Grosvenordale, ten fif..ten miles or ten, fifteen miles.
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Q:

As the oldest, has your dad talked much about his childhood?

A:

Yes, dad.. .yes. Dad lived to be ninety-five and died about five years ago but he shared
many things with us. There were six of us children so...

Q:

No did any of his.. .he stayed on the family farm?

A:

No. For a while. Then when he married, he and his brother bought a farm. So then
they had Robins Farm that they ran which was probably five miles away from the
original farm.

Q:

And what did your grandparents do when their sons left the farm. ..their farm? Who
helped them?

A:

There’s was a survival farm so they just survived off of it with a few cows and...and...

Q:

Gardens and stuff?

A:

Yes.

Q:

Did they ever barter?

A:

Oh, yes.

Q:

Did your grandmother make butter and sell it and bartered for other quantities of
something?

A:

Yes. Yes. Yes. There was a bartering done at that time.

Q:

Now, again, what about during your dad’s era?

A:

Dad’s era changed as each era does change. Dad’s farm grew and probably in the
‘40’s was probably one of the most prosperous dairy farms in the state or at least
Eastern end of the state. Until dad had a stroke and the farm was divided up at that
time, when his brother was to settle or get out of agriculture.

Q:

And what year would that have been.

A:

I would say ‘60’s.

Q:

We were talking about electricity coming into the state and you had some recollections
or your dad had given you some recollections.

A:

I don’t know when.. just when electricity came to our farm, our dairy.. my dad’s dairy
farm. I was married at eighteen and moved to another beginning dairy farm that my

husband had started to run or started to grow or began. And he tells about milking his
first cows and what it was like when he got his first electricity there at that farm and
this is only a few miles away. He used to milk his cows with the power from his.. from
a tractor that ran his milk machine that milked the cows.

Q:

So they did have a milking machine. He was progressive in...

A:

Well... well, he started out by milking by hand and then he graduated to a machine and
then...

Q:

But even before the electricity got out here?

A:

Yes, yes.

Q:

Did he ever talk about how he got electricity? Do you remember getting the electricity
out here?

A:

I don’t remember the details of it but he would be able to explain that to you.

Q:

Interesting. Now let’s go back. I’m going to start with the actual part of this. Where
were you born?

A:

I was born in Thompson from a Yankee family that had been there for generations. In
fact, we can’t trace them all back, they’ve been there so long. I’m one of those
Connecticut Yankees that have been there they can’t trace them back.

Q:

And when you were growing up on the farm, what kind of a farm was it then?

A:

It was a dairy farm.

Q:

How many head?

A:

Oh, we grew to probably be well over probably a hundred milkers or so which was a
lot at that time. I was there until probably 1952 so this would be in the ‘40’s and early
‘50’s.

Q:

And then, how many acres did you have of production to feed the cows?

A:

See you’re really wracking my brain here. Dad rented a lot. I would assume that
probably be a hundred acres owned and another hundred acres rented.

Q:

And who did he rent it from?

A:

Oh, the neighbors. Some were from a golf course that was nearby or some other
farmers or landowners in the area. And some we used way back on his.. .which would

have been five miles or so away which had been from the old homestead in East
Thompson.

Q:

When people lease land out and ---other farmers, it’s because it’s land they no longer
want to or chose to or need to? Or is it because the income from renting it out will
help them in another way?

A:

Combination of all I would believe, depending on the circumstances. And we happen
to live near a golf course that was owned by the Reims Estate. So we rented some
land in the periphery of the golf course or some from Marianapolis Prep School at the
time. And just neighbors who were not using it. Some we used was bartered.

Q:

Oh, all right. What.. .did you have a garden, family garden?

A:

Oh yes. There were six of us so yes, we had a family garden and we all had our
responsibility in the garden.

Q:

I’ve had some amazing stories told about chores. Which chores were you responsible
for?

A:

I was the tomboy of the family. There were three boys and three girls in my family and
I was the tomboy so I enjoyed doing things outside rather than inside. So I learned
how to drive the horses to rake and all those good things. Sweep the feed into the
Whatever things I could do at a young age. But I, as I say, enjoyed the outside much
more than I did the inside.

Q:

Where did you go to school?

A:

In the Thompson school system. (In) the first school I attended there were six grades,
three different classrooms. So, first and second had a classroom together and third
and fourth had a classroom and fifth and sixth had a classroom.

Q:

Were most of the people in the class from other farm families?

A:

Not necessarily. At that time there was some but many of the people had other.. .many
of the families were doing other jobs at that time, as I recall. There were very few
farm families. They were working in industry.

Q:

MI right.. .by that time. How far.. how far away would that industry have been?

A:

Putnam. Oh, over in North Grosvenordale which was the other section of Thompson
had their mills in it so people worked in the mills there.

Q:

In the textile mills.

A:

In the textile mills.

Q:

And what years would this have been approximately?

A:

This would have been in the ‘40’s ‘cause I graduated in ‘51. Graduated from high
school in ‘51.

Q:

Do you remember the Second World War?

A:

I remember singing songs in school. You know, Anchors Away and all of the songs
that...you know, in support of..of the war. I remember listening to Gabriel Heater. I
especially remember my being at my grandfather’s. My mother’s father was also a
dairy.. had a dairy farm. And it, I think it was nine o’clock, whatever it is at certain
time we went into the living room and we were all quiet and we listened to Gabriel
Heater. Anyway, we all listened to the news.. .the news that came on telling about the
war and where the fighting was and.. .and I couldn’t speak at that time. We had.. .just
had to listen to the news. It was a big radio as I recall and we just sat and listened.
But yes at that time everyone followed the war.

Q:

As you were growing up, did your family ever have anyone else help on the farm
beside the family?

A:

My father... as I recall, at my family farm since there was my father and his brother and
then my three brothers; for certain types of harvest the farmers would get together.
Like when the corn was to be harvested to be put into the silos, there were three or
four farmers that would work together. So they would help one farmer first and then
they would help another farmer and so work was bartered at that time.

Q:

It wasn’t custom work?

A:

No. Later came the custom work as I recall. When dad got a baler, my oldest brother
would bale for others and that would have been custom work. But before that it was
bartered with... some of the smaller farmers. Dad would have had most of the
equipment and I don’t know what the deal was but.. .but they would work it doing the
harvesting together.

Q:

Do you have any way of knowing how much that baler might have cost?

A:

At that time, no. It would have to be a wild guess and I’d hate to guess but.. .but I can
remember the first chain saws coming in and my oldest brother learning to run the
chain saw. And as I recall it was much bigger than they are today. It was much
heavier, not as lightweight as they perfected to be today.

Q:

What were your neighbors like?

A:

Well, some of my neighbors were relatives.

Q:

Did your uncle also have children?

A:

One son which is about my age so we were brought up like a brother and sister and
still are today. There was a neighbor that we were very close to. A typical Yankee
with maybe a barn that could hold up to twenty head of cattle and he had a little milk
route that he would deliver his milk. It was raw milk at the time in bottles and so he’d
deliver his milk. It was small but... and it was a great treat to go down to visit there
because we used to get homemade doughnuts from Rhoda. And we were very close.
We had a lot of community connections. We’re very active in Grange and 4-H and all
of the agricultural organizations. And really as .as I remember mum and dad talking
about their growing up together and building the farm, they were very active in
Grange. That was their outlet. That was their TV so to speak. That was their
entertainment. And I think they grew with their activities in the Grange you know, as
program directors and their responsibilities becoming Master of the Grange and there
was a great joy and a great outlet for them. But there was a great.. .1 think at that time
there was more of a family relation... more of a community relationship than there is
today. To give an example, I can remember when we were first married being active
in church when a new family came into town or we used to go visit them with you
know, I used to make my homemade bread and go for a visit. So we used to greet the
new people in town. But then the people started moving in so fast we kind of quit that
but.. .but it was.. .it was nice and I think the new people moving in town enjoyed it. I
used to know about everyone that lived in town at one time. But that’s not the way it
is today.
. .

Q:

About how.. .how big is Thompson now?

A:

I think it’s about nine thousand.. .eight thousand or nine thousand people.

Q:

So now, when.. .when. .how far away did you move after you got married? How did
you meet your husband?

A:

There used to be a couple.. .let me see, I guess you’d call it a barn dance or square
dancing in the C--- section of Thompson. And I met my husband there. Probably the
first time I met my husband though was.. .1 had a girlfriend who had a horse and I used
to go visit my girlfriend and Ernie lived next door. So I had met Ernie when I was
fourteen and he was nineteen. He was already milking cows and selling his own milk
and getting a milk check in his own name at that time.

Q:

I was going to ask you about the. ..the milk. Where you sold the milk? Oh wait, let’s
go back. Where did your father sell his milk compared to your neighbor who sold
it.. .who had a route? Did your dad have a route too?

.
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A:

No. Dad’s milk was picked up through a co-op and actually it went into the
Providence market so it was picked up in a.. .with cans in the truck and taken to the
Providence market, Monroe Dairy or what have you. He’d always belonged to a co
op that had handled the milk but.... Ernie however, had.. .my husband had quit school
at sixteen because he was milking cows before he went to school. His mum and dad
worked in the factory. His mum and dad came over in the late ‘20’s from Nova Scotia
Canada into Rhode Island with three children and Ernie was born in one of the villages
in Rhode Island. So Ernie always tells the story that he was the village boy. The
village boy that then wanted to farm and he wanted to go west to farm. Well, west
was just over the Rhode Island line into Connecticut. But they had purchased a
homestead of which Ernie and his dad, who worked in a factory, started a dairy farm.
We’ve talked about this today of what we had to...Ernie had started clearing land and
selling his milk. Oh, maybe we should go back to his.. his mother used to make butter
and sell the milk or give the milk to the neighbors and then finally they decided to look
for a market. So they sold to fisher Brothers Dairy which was a small dairy in the
PutnamlPomfret area. And at one point Ernie would pick up a few other neighbors’
milk and take it to the dairy himself. Then he outgrew that and sold to Hoods and
then he went to dairy co-op.

Q:

He had sister.. .you said he was the youngest of four?

A:

Yes.

Q:

And did any of the other three go into agriculture?

A:

No, no. They were off. Ernie was the youngest and they went off and did their thing.
Ernie was the one that actually built the farm up because we’ve done a lot of
bulldozing and clearing of land because it was an old homestead grown up. So there
were.. .there were just very small fields. We still have lots of stone walls throughout
our woods.

Q:

And what about the woods?

A:

We have the stone walls throughout the woods. Where they were cleared at one time?

Q:

Yes, yes. How old do you think those woods are? Do you have any idea? How long
has it been grown up?

A:

Oh gee. I can’t answer that either. Well, I guess back when they said, “Let’s go west
young man.”

Q:

Okay, let’s talk about your neighbors afier you got married. How far did you.. .how
far did you move from where you were raised to where you then went as a bride?

A:

five miles.

Q

Q:

Five miles. You had the same neighbors?

A:

Yes. Just basically, yes.

Q:

Were there any immigrants coming into the area in your lifetime that you remember?

A:

Yes, because I lived next to Webster Mass., and Webster.. .they had a lot of
immigrants from Poland so there was a great Polish influx into.., into the area. And
actually.. .yes, many of.. .in Thompson especially, we had.. .we had a Greek village and
Swede village and there were many immigrants that came in to work in the factories.
Urn hinm.

Q:

Did many of them also.. .Did many of them have subsistence farms?

A:

Many of them would have.. .had gardens or some large gardens.

Q:

‘Cause I’m finding some of that as I go along. Okay. This is going to be a big
question. How has this dairy business changed?

A:

Oh, drastically.

Q:

This is going to be the whole side of the tape isn’t it? When you came in as a bride,
(Yes.) were you surprised that.. .1 mean, so you came from being...

A:

I came from a dairy farm and went five miles away to another dairy farm.

Q:

This is a.. .this is an unusual thing in itself ‘cause I’ve been finding a lot of women who
did not come from the farm community.

A:

Yes, and as a kid... a little nine, ten, eleven years old, it was a big treat for me to go my
grandfather Kaiser’s farm which bordered my dad’s with some woods in between. He
had an Ayrshire farm and it was.. .1 truly enjoyed...

Q:

The Ayrshires are cattle?

A:

Yes, milking cattle. And my grandfather had three hired...

Q:

What.. .there.. .what.. how are they different from...

A:

Different color and well.... I won’t go into that detail.

Q:

Are they around much anymore?

A:

The.. it’s not as prominent as your Holsteins and Guernseys and Jerseys are.

Q:

Because of the quantity of milk or the butterfat content?

A:

The quantity mostly.

Q:

Mi right. I’m learning some of this as I go through this. So you went to your
grandfather’s and he had these and why was that more of a treat?

A:

Oh, it was a treat because I enjoyed being outside and he had three hired men and I
used to follow the hired men around. I learned to drive his horses and that was a big
deal for me because I was probably nine years old and so they taught me “Gee” and
“Haw” and how to... and then I learned to rake hay with a one horse rake. And it was
a big deal for me to learn how to put the harnesses on that horse and to be able to go
out and rake a field by myself.

Q:

At that age.

A:

At that age which was quite a treat. And it was a big adventure for me to walk
through the woods, which must have been from my home to my grandfather’s home
through the woods must have been a mile-and-a-half, woods and fields. That was a
big deal.

Q:

Now your grandfather had three hired men because there was no one else left at home
at that time then to help him?

A:

Right. He only had one daughter which was my mother. They lived next door, you
know, at that era they had County homes and there were three men kind of left over
from the County home that.. .that worked at my grandfather’s.

Q:

They didn’t live there. They just came there to work?

A:

I think the County home was maybe closed at just before that time because the County
home was then bought up by the Lithuanian nuns and turned into a convent of some
sort over there.

Q:

Is it still there?

A:

The.. .the Lithuanian convent? Well, its.. .there are some nuns living there and there’s a
church there.

Q:

There’s one in Willimantic. There’s a Lithuanian church I go past it every day.

A:

Yes. This one is right on 44 and 21. They also have a historic building build special
with special air circulation for many of their artifacts.

in

Q:

Interesting. When did.. .when did you.. .any of your family get tractors? When did you
move from horses to tractors?

A:

I can remember having to do away with his horses. I was...

Q:

Because of age of the horses age?

A:

Well, the horses were older. Well, let me see. Dad’s barn burned when I was
probably five and he had horses then still. So, somewhere between five and ten
probably, my dad disposed of his horses.

Q:

What caused the barn to burn?

A:

Spontaneous combustion. It was after the season so the whole.. .the barn went
and.. .and all the hay for the year went and a few calves. Cows were still.. .they were
bringing in the last load of hay for the year. That.. that was devastating. I was sent to
my room to look out the window so they would know where I was I guess. But the
whole 1.. .every. .you know, there were people all over watching the fire ‘cause it was a
large fire. I can remember my father holding the horses so the horses wouldn’t go into
the fire. We had a car nearby that was burned up in it also. But I can remember
everyone coming to the rescue to help and the makeshift.. .you know, the barn. We
have pictures and whatever, the barn being built and it was.. it was quite an event.
.

Q:

Afterward, a new barn raising?

A:

After, yes. And we had a barn raising at the time. We had a party upstairs in the new
barn and a square dance. That was the in thing to do. We didn’t sit and watch
television ‘cause we used to go square dancing.

Q:

Was.. .did insurance fit into any of this?

A:

I would assume so but I don’t know how much was.. .1 don’t know the details of that,
I was too young.

Q:

Now I’ll ask you to jump forward now into your own life on the farm. What kinds of
things have changed in the dairy business? When you went there, how many
herd.. .how many head was he milking.. .was Ernie milking? Ernest.

A:

Oh gee. I don’t know. I would say twenty.

Q:

I have a map of Connecticut from the ‘30’s. At that time a large dairy herd was
twenty cows and over. And a small herd was one to three. There were four
classifications on this map so.. .and that was---.
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A:

Oh, it was different. You know, Ernie, before we were married he had an old ford
tractor. No, Silver King tractor. He bought his first new tractor in 1951. It was old
Super C and he still has the Super C. It was hard on the farm. We did a lot of
clearing of land and we did a lot of picking of stones and...but it was very enjoyable.
My job was to feed the calves and do the tractor work. I would rake the hay and
whatever and then as we got a baler, I would bale the hay. I was the chief baler. So I
was brought up very active on the... on the farm throughout my years. We were
married five years before we had our first child and we brought up three daughters.
The daughters learned to work on the farm and actually supported them.. .we paid
them for working on the farm so they put themselves through college.

Q:

Was that unusual at the time to pay the children?

A:

Many of them were not paid working on the farm I would assume. I never took a poll.

Q:

You didn’t talk about it?

A:

No.

Q:

So then, what are some of the big changes that happened .how big did your herd
eventually get?

A:

Milking about a hundred and forty head. But the production went up per cow. I
don’t know what it was. I don’t know. Production doubled or more than doubled per
cow. And...

Q:

Because of breeding, because of feed, because of...?

A:

Breeding. Artificial insemination came out I believe in the ‘40’s. So that was a major
change in the industry. You know, bulk tanks went in.. just all the innovations.
All... mechanical innovations and the research and whatever done with the plants and
the growing of the crops and the harvesting of the crops. The handling of the animals,
just everything changed immensely. You just...you had to keep on top of things.

Q:

And how did you do that?

A:

By attending meetings. At that time and we joke about it, but way back as a kid, there
was a group called the Young Farmers.. .Woodstock Young Farmers except it was not
just Woodstock. But it was a group run by Extension and they would have meetings
at different farmer’s homes. We called them twilight meetings. And that was you
know, I can remember when they’d go out and check the crops. You know, the
height of the alfalfa or the clover and different types of clover and different success
stories. And of course they had a tour of dad’s barn when dad had put up the new
barn, But anything new or whatever that was where they had their meeting or their

.

.
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farm tour and that was how they learned. And it seemed farmers were willing to share
what they were doing, what innovations they were doing or trying.

Q:

And you said you used to joke about something

A:

Well, they call it the Woodstock Young Farmers but many of them were from
Woodstock but many of them were not. But.. .and many of them were.. .were much
older than young farmers. Depends what your definition was of a young farmer.

Q:

Now you said that they used to share. Do you mean they don’t share as much
anymore?

A:

Well, there seemed to be more of a routine of like a “show and tell.” “This is what
I’ve done, this is some of my innovations.” I don’t think there’s as many farm tours or
many twilight meetings of sharing as what they used to have. Maybe there doesn’t
need to be because there’s so many different publications and hifo shared on
computers and whatever else.

Q:

Are there... .do you know... are there many websites...?

A:

I don’t know the details on that but I assume there would be.

Q:

Someone has mentioned part of this and I’m...

A:

I think to sum it up in that is.. .Ernie started the farm from scratch not being a farmer
and learning; not having a father who was a farmer and learning by his mistakes. It is
almost impossible to start something like that today due to the price of land and due to
the investment and what have you. I’ll correct that by saying, to start a dairy herd
today, because of your investment to get started; unless you’re rich and have a lot of
money to sink into that, or unless you inherit it down from another. So I think in a
sense he is of a rare breed having come through that era it is unusual.

Q:

Did he.. .has he.. did he ever talk about why he did it?

A:

Because he loved what he was doing and I think he appreciated the farm more than
many others who came from a dairy farm already and kind of took it for granted,
whereby he appreciated the opportunity. As he says, “I was the village kid.” You
know, “There was a bar down the street on each side of me. There was the pavement,
you know, the sidewalks.” And he said, “I enjoyed the country and I enjoyed what I
was doing.”

Q:

Had he ever worked on a farm as part of his growing up before he...?

A:

He spent his summers at a farm that.. it was like my grandmother’s farm, Grandmother
Robbins, in that you lived off the land. So he would help him with his garden. He had
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like a truck... and old truck farm and some pigs so he would help him plant or take care
of the pigs and this type of thing. But they had moved to the farm when he was
fourteen and he was milking cows at sixteen so he felt he had more responsibility at
home to do rather than going to school.

Q:

Would you talk about any of your.. .your.. your daughters who grew up on the farm?

A:

Yes.

Q:

Have any of them gone into agriculture through their marriages or choice?

A:

Yes. There are two of them. Now, my middle daughter runs a nursery operation and
pick-your-own strawberries. She and her husband have now purchased our dairy farm
between leasing/buying and gifting so they’re running our dairy farm as of a year ago.
And my oldest daughter is also working on the dairy farm; kind of the herdsman of the
farm at the moment. My youngest daughter is working in the health field.

Q:

Did they anticipate staying in agriculture do you think from an early age?

A:

Kind.. .no. I think they enjoyed working on the farm as kids growing up and being a
part of it. And I think they enjoy it today.

Q:

Did they have friends who were also from farms?

A:

Some, but they were few and far between. There were some but many came to visit
and used to love when their friends came over. They used to love to come to the farm
because there were many things to do at the farm. You know, they could play with
the calves or go for walks in the woods and you know, there were many activities they
could do because they had the land base there.

Q:

What do you think are some of the major satisfactions in having a farm and raising a
family on a farm?

A:

Seeing the achievements. Seeing something accomplished rather than just doing just a
certain part of something; the satisfaction of getting in all the crops for the season.
The satisfaction of seeing a beautiflil field of hay or growing or...Ernie’s...wefl, I guess
I enjoyed it also, was after his corn was planted it was always the greatest thing to see
the.. Ernie referred to the little stalks of.. spears of... spears of corn growing as his
little soldiers as he looked out.

Q:

Those first four or five inches.

A:

Yes, it was and still is... it was and still is a great feeling to see a row of corn or a field
of corn growing from a little seed.
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Q:

What have been some of your greatest frustrations do you think?

A:

As things change, as research has come out, magnet rules and regs were coming down
upon us and how do we face them? How do we address them? How do we deal with
them? The frustration of people not understanding agriculture and putting in rules and
regs or restrictions on us, or controls. Many people are making them that do not
understand how it affects the landowners themselves. And I think today, many people
do not realize private property rights in the sense that they wouldn’t want us walking
on their lawns and whatever but they think it’s all right to come across our fields with
their four wheelers or snowmobiles or what have you, not realizing that it’s someone
else’s property; that they should ask. ‘That they maybe hurting or damaging
something that’s someone else’s. Somewhere along the line they lost it or haven’t
learned it.

Q:

Interesting. Did you face any crisis in your own farm... I keep thinking of...and I’ve
just seen pictures again this morning of the hurricane of ‘38 and then the drought
of.. .of this year too. I was up at Stafford Springs yesterday and stopped at the CCC
Camp Museum and they talked about other floods that I’ve never heard of. So I’m
thinking how much the weather has an effect on...

A:

Oh, the weather has a greater effect. I think it was in 1957 that we got out first
cutting off and it was like, “Were we going to get a second cutting?” And we usually
get three or four and...

Q:

And this of hay?

A:

This is of hay. It was very, very dry and Ernie’s dad used to help some and he was
away setting up some machinery in Puerto Rico so he was not there. My daughter
was about a year old, my first daughter, and we were quite frightened you know,
how.. .what we were going to feed our cattle. How were we going to survive this? I
think you asked something devas. .what. .if anything had happened that was
devastating. I think in our own family operation, Ernie was very close to his dad and
when he retired from industry, he would help. Getting older in years but he still helped
and did the tractor work. But Ernie had always looked up to his dad and when his dad
passed away in 1970, Ernie had a terrible adjustment because he didn’t think he could
run the farm or he questioned, how could we run.. .how could we manage things
without his dad? Someone who he’d seen every morning, someone who he had talked
his business decisions over with was not there anymore. How was he going to face it?
And I think this was a very devastating time or big adjustment I guess. And the day he
realized that yes, we could run the farm together and we did quite successfully. But it
was a big adjustment.
.

Q:

.

And you raise an interesting point. Had...couples many times, do a lot of decisions or
there’s a delineation of chores is what they do. So, did your role change than at that
time?

A:

Yes. Before that, whether one wanted to admit it or not, Ernie and his dad made the
decisions. When he passed away it was.. Ernie and I made the decisions together. So
yes, I was part of it where before, I was quite often excluded.

Q:

Did you during that time.. .you were raising your children (Yes)... did you have to hire
extra help to help on the farm at that time?

A:

Not.. .maybe just for part-time at harvest or something but we had a student that came
over... I don’t remember the year.. twenty years ago.. .that worked. Well, for many
years it was Ernie and I that did... and his dad that did most of the work.

Q:

Now this student, was this a college student during the summers?

A:

ft was .well, he came over as a student to do a year or to do a practicum on a farm.
He was in college in Holland.

Q:

Oh, in Holland, he was from Holland. I have come across someone else that came
over that way.

A:

And they went back and graduated and asked if he could come back to work for us
after graduation, which he did.

Q:

Oh, and then he settled here?

A:

He worked for us for quite a few years.

Q:

Does he have his own place now?

A:

No, he’s not in agriculture today.

Q:

Where did you buy your supplies?

A:

Well, this is one of the things that has changed. When we bought our supplies, they
were nearby. Nearby towns, or whatever, where you could buy a farm tractor but
today we have to go sixty miles. We have to go from Thompson down to Franklin,
Lebanon or where ever it is. Although there’s one in Plainfleld now. But yes, we have
to go further for supplies.

Q:

And where did you eventually sell your milk? Where do you sell it now?

A:

It goes to AgriMark. It’s a co-op and actually, some of the times it goes right to the
dealer although we get paid from the co-op. it’ll go to a plant. There’s a Monroe Dairy
in Rhode Island and the truck driver brought a calendar up for Ernie and he said,
“Take a look at this calendar.” And there was an explanation on the calendar that
explains how the milk gets from the cow to.. .and processed. Starts with the cow and

. .

gets to their door. They sell.. .they deliver bottled milk. And on the February.. .the
month of February, it featured Ernie on his Super C tractor making hay. So that’s
kind of a smile.

Q:

I’d like to see a copy of that, absolutely. What town connections did you have?

A:

Oh, many. We’re very active in our town and really believe in town involvements,
town participation. My family always have been active in town politics. Well the
Grange as far as agricultural organizations and Farm Bureau and Extension efforts and
4-H. But you know, my father, brother, the family has served on many town building
committees. My brother was Judge of Probate and the Board of Education. So, two
Building Committees. I haven’t done all this but my family has. And my sister-in-law
was Town Treasurer. So yes, we’ve had a big involvement in our town. They way
they feel, it’s very important for people to get involved in the town.

Q:

How many farms are there around you now? I don’t know if we put this on the tape.
We were talking about it when we started but you said there were forty at one time?

A:

About fifty.. .Ernie and I sat down one day and...
(Tape interruption.)

Q:

.

.

.years ago and now there are two?

A:

Yes. Two dairy farmers left.

Q:

And what has the land become?

A:

Houses, few cleared fields around, some.. .there’s a little bit of hay being made for
horses, for horse hay.

Q:

Are there horse people? Are there horse stables?

A:

Yes.

Q:

So have these farms changed because of deaths in the family or choices to leave
dairying?

A:

Choices to leave dairying for various reasons as the next generation decided to go on
to something else that has more money and less capital involved in it.

Q:

And a different kind of work?

A:

Yes.

Q:

Can we talk about the farm Bureau?
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A:

Okay.

Q:

Now, when did you start.. .you have been... ‘cause since we turned the tape over I can
make this transition now. You were active in the Farm Bureau locally?

A:

Yes.

Q:

What kind of things did you do then and then of course you took on a statewide
responsibility?

A:

I was, I guess, asked to be Women’s Committee Chairman for Windham County in
Windham County farm Bureau and that was a challenge for me. Although, I had been
active in Grange; so I’d handled some leadership positions in my local Grange. So I
mastered being Women’s Committee Chairman and it was a big adventure for me to
go to some meetings in Hartford from Thompson.. .sixty...
.

Q:

How many years ago would that have been?

A:

Twenty.. .twenty-two to twenty-five. Twenty-five years ago probably. And then I was
Membership Chairman and I... I guess I’m a perfectionist in many ways because I
wanted to know well, After you do this, you do this. Well, How come yott do this?
and Why do you do that? So I was the type that asked a lot of questions. Anyway,
we have a very successful membership drive and that was a challenge but I knew what
Ihad to do and I...

Q:

This was still locally?

A:

This was still local. But I had to.. .1 had to excite about ten other people, most of them
fellow farmers, to go out and get memberships from other farmers. That was a
challenge, too, for someone who had a lot of work or responsibility on a farm to go
out and visit someone else to ask them to be a member of an organization and explain
the organization.

Q:

This is still the Women’s Committee though?

A:

No, this is Farm Bureau.

Q:

Okay, this is F arm Bureau.

A:

Yes, in Windham County still. And then I was asked to be County President and I
don’t think I was County President very long and anyway, I was asked WI wouldn’t be
State Farm Bureau President after Luther Stearns. So anyway, I took that task. I had
a problem of speaking in front of a group of people so that was a very big adjustment
for me to stand up in front of a group. I used to kind ofjust stand there and say,
“Oh...” But.. .but I soon.. .1 guess that was one of the hardest things for me was to.. .1

1Q

could sit at a committee meeting and ask questions and what have you. I think I
learned from my dad to.. .to see the whole picture ‘cause dad would often say, “You’re
making a judgment now. Did you find out the whole story?” So I had the tendency
to.. .to want to know all there was to know before I... I just didn’t want to go into a
meeting and say, “This is the way it’s going to be.” I wanted all the information there.
So anyway, I guess I must have been doing a pretty good job because I was there
for... State President for sixteen years. There had been a lot of changes in agriculture
and I think a better understanding. At one point I thought the Commissioner of Ag
knew all the answers and the Commissioner of Ag knew just... And I don’t mean to
downgrade the Commissioner of Ag or any Commissioner of Ag but I always thought
they spoke for the farmer and they must know, you know, because that’s the
Commissioner of Agriculture and they would speak for the farmer. I think the thing
that shocked me the most was a few years ago, or quite a few years ago or quite soon
I guess after I became State farm Bureau President, did I realize that the
Commissioners of Agriculture spoke for the Governor of the State. They spoke for
the administration whoever was in power and that really shook me up because
I. I.. .the Commissioner of Agriculture has to speak for the agriculture community. So
I think that’s why I became more involved as time went on. I spent a lot of time going
to commodity group meetings and finding out, what did they need, what do they want,
what are their problems. Hopefully, I spoke for agriculture but as I say, that was one
of my big disillusionments of thinking that the Commissioner’s...

Q:

The whole political arena?

A:

Yes. Urn hmm.

Q:

Had your family ever been active in politics, at local level?

A:

Yes, just at the local level.

Q:

And.. .and that time in Thompson, politics didn’t work the same way. Do you think
politics has changed over the years?

A:

No, I just had a better.. .Politics has changed but there’s a different element out there
today. Maybe I was naive but I felt that especially in the community level you could
speak. You knew what the community wanted so you.. .but today I guess... One thing
that bothers me is sometimes they don’t look at the whole picture such as you know,
they don’t want it in their own.. .they realize they use electricity and they use energy or
they use these various thing but they don’t want them in their backyard. They want to
use the internet and the satellite dishes or whatever but they don’t.. .they don’t stop to
think that the towers have to be put somewhere. You know, I can use all these things
but don’t put the tower or don’t build the plant or whatever near me. And I guess that
bothers me. If you want to use it then it’s got to go somewhere.

Q:

What do you think the future of agriculture is in this urbanizing state?
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A:

It’s changing dramatically but I still feel that agriculture is alive and well and doing
very well in Connecticut. We have the market and we can produce for the market
whether it’s if you’re growing fruits and vegetables, you know, you can go and you
can specialize into your ethnic crops or what have you. So I think there’s a place.
Dairying is changing but I still think, we may not have as many, but I think we’ll have
larger farms or smaller producers delivering their own milk to their neighbors or
consumers.

Q:

There’s two distinctive kinds of markets.

A:

Yes. I think some of them. ..I think we have to address or be proactive in some of the
issues that are coming down upon us as far as water quality. And as we grow, I think
we have to make sure that we address our water quality problems or our waste
management situations before they come upon us ‘cause they’re here. I think we have
to keep abreast of all the science that’s out there. My husband hadn’t used computers
but my son-in-law and daughter are.. .well, I’ll correct that. We had a computer feeder
but it is changing and there will be computers used for many more different things on a
farm and the more modem a farm is.. .1 think it’s.. .however,,..I think the farmer has to
keep up with.. .with all the modern innovations. If there’s a computer program out
there that’Il better handle the monitoring of nitrogen management, then I think
we.. .whatever it’s going to take, agriculture has to change to.. .to.. .in order to survive
because we’re such an urban state.

Q:

You had.. .you. .you alluded before, the fact that you had traveled sixty miles to
Hartford and you hadn’t been used to being much out of...out of Thompson. As F arm
Bureau President, you then were exposed to regional activities and you’ve also
probably interacted with other State Presidents.

A:

Yes.

Q:

What kind of experience has that been?

A:

Fantastic. I was very well received as one of the first women State Presidents in Farm
Bureau out there. I felt inferior in many ways as I met with the Midwesterners with
their cowboy boots and hats on and they all seemed to be so tall. But.. .but as I was
greeted one day by the President of Illinois Farm Bureau fifteen years ago, he said,
“Norma, welcome.” He said, “We may dress a little differently but,” he said, “I want
to welcome you to the group to be one of us.” He said, “I think you’ll find that we’re
willing to share and welcome to the group.” I’ve never forgotten that and I’ve totally
appreciated that. He went on to a job in Washington so I see him on occasion. Not
only did I have a chance to relate, I visited many of the states as the State’s
President...I guess one of my greatest adventures was to the State of Oregon. I was up
in this huge apple growing area in Hood River and I can remember saying, “Well, Rob,
where are all the apple orchard.. .where are all your apple stands, your market stands.
You know, where do you sell your fruit? You don’t.. you know, I don’t see

.

In

your.. .your stands, your markets.” And he said.. .he looked at me and he says, “Well
Norma, we all grow apples. There is no market here. We have to ship it out
somewhere.”

Q:

These are real wholesalers, big wholesalers?

A:

Well yeah. There were.. .1 was just.. .there were thousands of orchard around me and I
was right in the middle of it in Hood River and didn’t realize.. .1 didn’t realize the
changes in market ‘cause we have so many people, we can put out a stand and sell
apples by the side of the road but they couldn’t.

Q:

Now going back to the market that we have.

A:

Yes, we have the market here and we have to learn to grow for it. Someday, I hope
we’ll be able to market our milk and stating that this is Connecticut milk but I don’t
know how to get that message across because our milk is a moving commodity.

Q:

Let’s talk a minute about the whole issue of consumers. Because we have the market
here, but any of your thoughts on the whole way grocery stores have changed between
the.. .ftom the local store or the store in the country road crossroad to chains and.., and
regional marketing and distribution and so on. What kinds of things are possible to
keep the Connecticut product viable within that kind of a consumer market?

A:

To me, the sky’s the limit. Niche marketing seems to be growing. If you can grow
something that’s in demand or create a demand for it, it’ll go. Whether if it’s
something if there’s a kick on certain vitamins or eating certain vegetables or fruits or
you know, produce for it. Get ahead of the market. Promote it. I mean, to me the
sky’s the limit as far.. because we have the people.

Q:

This is.. no one talked about this in this way before. I want to go back to something
about.. .what did your husband think about all this when you.. .as you began? And then
I’m thinking ‘cause I don’t have the transition in mind.. .did this happen about the same
time that you’re father-in-law passed away? You must have.. .you must have come
right out of a...

A:

Cocoon?

Q:

Yeah, yeah. You saw my hands going or someone else has used that. Did you have
both of these things at the same time? Approximately?

A:

Kind of. I hadn’t thought of it that way. I had been active.. .1 came from a very active
community-minded family. So I had been exposed in 4-H, Extension and Grange. So
I had attended various meetIngs. in Grange and had been a Grange lecturer. And
whatever...

Q:

In 4-H did you do.. did you show cattle?

A:

I was a 4-H.. .no, no. I was a 4-H leader.

Q:

Okay, so you as a young person you were not in 4-H.

A:

As a young person I was in 4-H but I did not show cattle. I was... it was vegetables
and this type. My mum and dad were one of the founders of the Windham County 4H Camp. So I worked on the sidelines of that type of thing but they were active in the
activities of the camp sitting on the Foundation.

Q:

Okay. You were active in the Grange and then that you learned some of it...

A:

I learned some of the techniques of leadership and actually, I enjoy people. My
mother always said that I took after my dad in that he could pick up a conversation
with anyone, which I can. I love meeting people. My mother.. .1 would see my mother
in.. .in our own community so she was always very active in church and Grange. But I
was at a lectures conference with her in Vermont, I guess it was, and mum was very
quiet. I said, “Gee mum, why are you so quiet tonight?” “Well,” she said, “I don’t
know many people here.” And I said, “Well, so what?” You know, and that was
when she said, “Well, you take after your father. You can stop and talk to anybody,”
she says, “well, I’m not made that way.” And that really shook me up in that it was
the first time I’d seen my mother not mixing in the group.

Q:

Interesting. So then go on. What did Ernest think when you.. .as you got into this?

A:

It wasn’t.. it was a big adjustment for Ernie because I’d always been the homebody.
I.. I was active in helping the farm to.. .to grow and raising three daughters. Active in
church, community and.. .but I also had a garden and I did my own canning and
freezing and.. .and made my jams and jellies and what have you. So yes, it was a very
big adjustment for Ernie. When we were first married, he was very, very shy,
extremely shy and I wasn’t, so that was a big adjustment for him also. But he was
very proud of what I was doing but he still expected me to be home. In fact, we had a
little discussion on it one day. I’d had the opportunity to go to Michigan and I had the
opportunity to visit the President of Michigan Farm Bureau. So he took me to his
office and he said, “You know, I’ve got meetings today but this man will show you all
around the office and explain all the facilities and what have you of our Farm Bureau
activities. So I spent the day there fairly enjoying every bit of it and we got
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back to his home and we walked in the door and his wife Lindy said, “Oh hi dear. Did
you have a nice day?” So he got a big hug and kiss. I thought well, gee this is, you
know, this is great. So I came home from Michigan and walked in the door and I still
had my suit on. Ernie says, “What’s for supper?” I said, “I don’t know, I just got in
the door.” But anyway, I prepared supper and as I was preparing supper we had a few
words and I said, “I think we need to have a discussion after supper.” So we went in
the living room to sit down and I said after some people had left the kitchen and the
household and I said, “You know, I don’t know if it’s because I’m a woman or what it
is but,” I said, “you know, when Elton Smith came home from.. .from his work at the
office,” I said, “he walked in the door and he got a big kiss from his wife and supper
was all ready and,” I said, “when I come home from a day at meetings or whatever,” I
said, “what do I get asked when I just get in the door is, “What’s for supper?” I said,
“Something’s unfair out here.” Anyway we joke about that but it...it was a big
adjustment for Ernie and it was a great experience for me. Not only did I interact with
State farm Bureau Presidents but I also had the opportunity to go on two trade
missions to Europe. And fairly enjoyed them and visiting with the people in the other
countries.

Q:

How many different countries did you go to? Or.. .or this was a group of people from
the United States? They weren’t all from Connecticut or New England. They were
from the United States?

A:

From the United States. State Farm Bureau Presidents who went to do trade missions
in Europe.

Q:

You don’t to need to answer that other question. I have another question. How have
the Farm Bureau activities changed from what you remember early on to the present
things they have to address now ‘cause it is a legislative advocacy group. I know it has
insurance and other kinds of support for farmers. But have you seen a change in this?

A:

I think when I first started there was more involvement from farmers, more Women’s
Committee activities at the County level. Now these Women’s Committee and Young
farmers meet in Hartford or you know, have a state group but we... each of.. .when I
was first active, each County had their Young Farmers meetings and had their
Women’s Committee meetings and I think that was a strong point that’s missed today.

Q:

Do you think.. .Extension goes some of these things too. Do you think it’s because
people are not joining things like that? I mean, do you think it’s.. something is
happening with women working more?

A:

I think some of it’s women working more, and more responsibilities. Well, I don’t
know about more responsibilities but I think some of it’s leadership and
encouragement for activities.

Q:

At the local level.
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A:

At the local level.

Q:

The same with Young farmers.

A:

Urn hmm. I do. I think the issues are still there. Well, I think we have to be
aggressive. I think we have to be knowledgeable. I think to say you know, that’s
going to go away, it’s not going to go away whatever it is. We have to be proactive,
we have to realize what the... what the issues are and.., and be a spokesperson for those
issues because if we don’t, someone else is going to be that spokesperson and we’re
not. And they may not be speaking of what’s in the best interest for agriculture
especially if they do not have an agriculture background or have no idea how it affects
agriculture. And I think we see that legislatively where we only have two Legislators
now with agriculture backgrounds. So we have a lot of educating to do. Much of the
time that we spend with our Legislators is giving the background of how this piece of
legislation is going to affect the landowner or affect the farmers because they don’t
know. They haven’t been there, they haven’t done that.

Q:

Well, this is...

A:

So it’s up to us to tell our story.

Q:

And why would...again, you have a lot of people vying for the same dollars from the
State Budget.

A:

Right.

Q:

And this came up the other day. So why would.. .what is it that can convince someo
ne
who has to deal with homeless in our three poor cities; we have this, you know, this
dichotomy in Connecticut. What can.. .we talk about the esthetics of the countryside
but what selling point do we have for the Legislators who have to decide on the Social
Service budgets?

A:

The information education. Give them all the education you can and how it’s going to
affect them, that land base or whatever the issue is. How is this certain tax put on a
certain thing going to affect the farmer. Or how.. .they just have to know. We have
to
get out there and tell our story. This is what it’s going to do. They’re going to make
up their own minds but we have to do.. .we have to have a better show and tell.

Q:

I’m going back to this, off the tape. Anything else you want to talk about? We’ve
gone through your life and we’ve gone through the Farm Bureau. Why do you think
you enjoyed.. .you said you were a tomboy.

A:

Umhmm.
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Q:

What do you think there was about working outside and going out in the farming and
agriculture that...?

A:

Because I believed in it or believed there’s a place. I love the land. I know it’s
changing but I think there’s a place for agriculture in our state and once it’s gone you
don’t take many cities and make it into a piece of farmland. If we can somehow help
keep agriculture viable; yes it’s going to change. It’s diversifying. I can understand
that but we need to somehow help the agriculture that’s there be as viable as it can... as
it can be. And if there’s something that we can do, then I...I think the.. well, as I said
to a group of farmers the other day.. .1 guess it wasn’t. ..they weren’t all farmers but,
“If...if something...if you need to know...if there’s some information that you need in
order to be more economically viable in your farm, I want to know what it is. Because
if it doesn’t fit under this grant, I’m sure with the connections and...” I said, “I don’t
think I’m thinking out of turn but I’m sure with the connections that I have at UConn
or at. ..with the Commissioner of Ag and...and the associations out there, we can find
someone that will come in whether it learning more about the use of computers or
more about estate planning or whatever it is, we can find the answers or bring them
here for you to learn or to discuss you know, that issue. We can bring it to you.” And
I truly feel that we can ‘cause I saw the Dean the next day and I said, “I’m out on a
limb but,” I said, “are you going to stand behind me?” he said, “You know I will
Norma.” So...

Q:

We weren’t talking on the tape before. The grant is the EPA grant to use
Northeastern Connecticut for.., do you want to just briefly describe what the focus of
that grant would be?

A:

The focus of the grant is to tie economic feasibility to environmental feasibilities.

Q:

And do it through education.

A:

And do it through education information. We feel it’s advantageous for agriculture
too for many towns. Well, I guess many towns. ..citizens of many towns realize now I
think, more than ever as development is all around us. And, I’m not saying anything
against development because we all have to live somewhere, but I think many of the
people realize that there is advantages to having farming lefi in their towns. Now
they’re looking at how can we tell.., how can we help the farmers tell their story and
how can we help them become more viable? And if you’re viable then they can
address their environment issues that are before them.

Q:

Thank you very, very much for doing this.

A:

You’re welcome.

