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Praise for GROWING ROGUE

“Quite simply, Growing Rogue is a book that needs to be read. Scott Park spent years farming the chemical-dependent way before he saw its true cost—to the soil, to our health, to the future—and devoted the rest of his life to a harder, better path. The 9 C’s farming system he has developed at Park Farming Organics works in harmony with nature, regenerating thousands of acres of land instead of depleting them. The unsung heroes feeding this country deserve our attention, and this is your chance to give it.”

—MAX GOLDBERG, founder, Organic Insider

“Hard to put down, and seeping into my dreams until I finished it, this book takes you on Scott Park’s pioneering journey of change from a highly risky, sterile farm to a profitable one teeming with life. Along the way, he teaches us how right and rewarding it is to work alongside nature, smoothing out the bumps and supporting the interconnections that provide for us all. Everyone—farmers, gardeners, and foodies—should read this book.”

—JO ANN BAUMGARTNER, executive director, Wild Farm Alliance

“Growing Rogue is the well-told story of Scott Park’s discovery of a food production system that is beneficial for the land, the environment, the farm community, and the lucky consumer for whom the product is grown. It is challenging to figure out how to farm without the technologies that linear science has sold to us as being ‘better than nature’ for the last eighty years. There are only a few of us who have done it, and we all share a strong sense of conviction. I am grateful to Scott for accepting this challenge and for sharing his story with the world.”

—WILL HARRIS, White Oak Pastures, Bluffton, Georgia

“The first time I met Scott Park, it was not over polished talking points, but over a challenging conversation that led me to his farm fields. By day’s end, I understood what Growing Rogue makes unforgettable: Scott’s life is a master class in stubborn humility, hard-earned wisdom, and farming without excuses. This story follows a first-generation farmer who questioned and critiqued the chemical and mechanical mindset of modern, industrial farming. But Scott didn’t stop there. He and his family and a fiercely loyal crew went Buckminster Fuller–style and built a better model in its place. Funny, bruising, and deeply moving, Growing Rogue is both a memoir and a roadmap for an agriculture in service of life.”

—ELIZABETH WHITLOW, regenerative organic advisor, Farmhand Foundation; founding executive director, Regenerative Organic Alliance

“When none of your farming neighbors, universities, or food companies can help you repair the damage done to your soils through conventional farming systems, you must go rogue, if you care to repair what is damaging to humanity’s future. Scott Park showed the courage—as well as the observational and critical thinking skills—to challenge our food production system, and at times, he risked everything to see it through. Growing Rogue is a must-read for all who eat to live.”

—TIM LASALLE, cofounder, Center for Regenerative Agriculture and Resilient Systems

“I love this book. As a farmer, I am riveted. My farm is very different from Scott and Ulla Park’s 1,400 acres. But the lessons and challenges they share are familiar to every farmer. I am both educated and inspired by Growing Rogue. They have shared their ‘hero’s journey,’ charting their lonely quest to create an organic farm in the face of dismissive hostility from the chemical farming system. I recommend this book to anyone who cares about where their food comes from. Scott Park gives us a guided tour through his blood, sweat, and tears journey, as he discovers what deep Organic really means.”

—DAVE CHAPMAN, founder and codirector, Real Organic Project

“Growing Rogue is a gripping, unvarnished look at the grueling reality of modern agriculture. Scott Park masterfully captures the high-stakes gamble of farming, illustrating the emotional rollercoaster of battling Mother Nature’s unpredictable whims. But beyond the grit and sweat, it is an inspiring philosophical wake-up call that challenges us to stop accepting the status quo just because ‘that’s how it’s always been done.’ By showing how an open mind can revive dead soil and build an excuse-free farm, this book serves as a powerful, hopeful blueprint for the future of our relationship with the land.”

—HANS R. HERREN, founder and president, Biovision Foundation; board chair, Millennium Institute

“Scott is a rare kind of trailblazer—one whose vision is rooted in soil, community, and care. He shows that farming can produce food, heal ecosystems, and build resilience in ways that are both deeply practical and transformative. Through courage, humility, and deep attention to the land, Scott inspires hope through action.”

— AMÉLIE GAUDIN, PhD, associate professor / Endowed Chair in Agroecology, Department of Plant Sciences, UC Davis
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Foreword


I have always been amazed at the diversity and scope of California’s agriculture. The state’s farms grow an astounding four hundred agricultural commodities, nearly half of the vegetables and three-quarters of the fruits and nuts produced in the United States.

California’s varied climate, long growing season, and massive water system contribute to this astounding output, but it comes at a sobering cost. As a farmer, agricultural consultant, and educator, I have spent my share of time working with farmers and ranchers throughout California. I can say with certainty that the prevailing industrialized, commoditized, high-yield-at-all-costs production model is degrading the state’s precious natural resources, especially in the agriculture-intensive Central Valley.

There is also a heavy toll paid by the farmers themselves. High debt load, increasing weather variability, widely fluctuating market prices, and ever-increasing regulations all severely strain farmers’ mental health as well as their pocketbooks. Similar scenarios are playing out on farms and ranches all over the world—but it doesn’t have to be that way.

I vividly remember the first time I stepped onto one of the fields at Park Farming Organics. It was March and I had been traveling through the Central Valley of California, disheartened by mile after endless mile of what I can only describe as “scorched earth.” There was hardly a living plant in sight, except for walnut, almond, or fruit orchards. Even those trees, however, were surrounded by bare dirt.

Upon arrival, I stepped out of the vehicle, and my foot came in contact with something soft. SOIL, NOT DIRT! I smiled. Taking a few more steps, I could tell this farm was profoundly different from all others I had seen in my trip across the valley. Its spongy soil was a testament to excellent aggregation, which would allow precious water to infiltrate, the beginning of the water cycle. Everywhere I looked, I saw a diverse array of green, living plants that were capturing solar energy, a key component of the energy cycle. Through photosynthesis, those plants were pumping carbon compounds into the soil to feed the abundance of microorganisms beneath our feet, the beginning of the nutrient cycle. Insects, many of which were beneficial pollinator species, were busy flying from flower to flower. Biodiversity at its finest!

In the space of only a few feet, I had observed all four ecosystem processes—energy, water, nutrient, and biodiversity—healthy and intact. Those four processes drive all land-based ecosystems, and their function is the best way to judge the health of any landscape. As farmers, ranchers, gardeners, and land managers, our livelihoods depend on their ability to function.

Scott Park proceeded to give us a tour of his farm, showing us his diverse rotation of cash and cover crops, teeming with life. I immediately thought of a quote I once heard, “The fertility of the land is directly dependent on the number of footsteps on that land.” Not only had Scott grown healthy soil but, even more important, he was generating a sustainable profit!

I was eager to find out more. Thankfully, Scott was very willing to share his experiences, good and bad, beginning with his city-kid background through years of hard work, trials, errors, and failures. (I prefer to call them learning opportunities because it is what we learn from and how we react to those failures that determines long-term outcomes.) All that, plus Scott’s dedication to experimentation and never-ending observation, compounded positively to get Park Farming Organics to where it is today. This is the inspiring story you’ll read in Growing Rogue.

What impressed me the most was the journey that Scott’s thought process has taken through the decades. He is obviously a life-long learner, which is important, but it is how a person acts upon what they learn that is critical for their success. Scott not only learned, he took that knowledge and compounded it with other lessons to evolve his operation into something much more productive and profitable. For example, I sympathized with his struggle with the use of synthetics. No farmers, at least none that I know of, enjoy using chemicals. When we do, we are simply treating a symptom, almost always a symptom that we caused, instead of solving the problem. Scott made the critical—and brave—decision to stop using chemicals. In turn, that allowed him the opportunity to transition his farm to organic, which then opened premium-priced markets. He was becoming a price maker instead of a price taker. That’s impressive and is a lesson for everyone.

I respect and admire all farmers, ranchers, and land managers who seek to work with nature instead of against her. Scott, his wife, Ulla, and their son, Brian, are such people.

GABE BROWN

Brown’s Ranch, North Dakota

March 2026







INTRODUCTION
The Truth Hurts


“Tell you the truth, Scott, farmers suck. All they do is nuzzle up to the government tit for subsidies so they can grow pesticide-laden food that’s poisoning people and the planet,” my friend Dick Hall told me. “They pollute everything they touch. They strip forests and wetlands for their own personal gain. Why would you want to make a living doing that?”

“Whoa, Dick,” I replied. “Aren’t you coming across awfully high and mighty when you make your living selling baseball-pitching machines? If your vocation disappeared from the earth tomorrow, it’s safe to say only a handful of people would care.”

“Scott, don’t compare poisoning people to a harmless pitching machine. At least what I do provides entertainment. Farmers are revered by the government and the press, but you know as well as I do, there’s no good coming from the rampant use of pesticides.”

I was taken aback by Dick’s unrestrained vindictiveness. Even though I believed that farming practices could be improved, wasn’t Dick’s outrage over the top?

“Your pitching machine is throwing fastballs at my head,” I told him. “If you tried farming for a year, you might appreciate all a farmer goes through to keep the doors of his business open.”

Dick and I were facing off across a dining table at The Lodge at Black Butte Ranch, an elegant, high-beamed structure at the Big Meadow Golf Course in Sisters, Oregon. Eight of us were seated at the long table. As our voices grew louder, I sensed the eyes of other customers on us. If the table hadn’t been between Dick and me, the usual male-ego pushing match would have ensued. And yes, plenty of alcohol consumption contributed to the airing of grievances. Our golfing compadres huddled around us to suggest we cool it, and nothing more violent than a shouting match took place that evening.

The confrontation occurred in July 1989 as our group of Willamette University graduates (and past WU jocks) met for the annual two-day golf tournament. Our group comprised two attorneys, an actuary, a psychologist, a wine salesman, a medical equipment representative, a pitching-machine salesman, and a farmer—all good friends, which is why Dick’s take on my profession caught me off guard. I didn’t view my fellow farmers as saints, but I respected them for battling the elements year in and year out to make a living.

Dick’s words, however, held a tinge of truth that cut to my soul. Though I was trending away from intensive chemical use in the late 1980s and respecting the importance of protecting the soil more than any farmer I knew, I couldn’t refute Dick’s statement that farmers were heavy users of chemicals. In my heart, I knew all those chemicals were not good for the future of the world or my family. I had been cutting back on chemicals for just those reasons.

Dick and I certainly didn’t pat each other on the back the next day as we said goodbye, and as I drove back to my farm in the Sacramento Valley the next morning, my mind dwelled on his remarks. Was I proud to be a farmer? Was there a way to farm that would let me earn a living yet not have to make excuses for how I farmed? Could I have a farm that was beyond reproach?

That question has shaped the direction of my life in farming ever since. In this book, I tell the story of how my contrarian practices in farming eventually (often painfully and against all odds) evolved into a profitable farm system that aligns with my philosophy that the farm’s impact should be positive for the planet and its people as well as my pocketbook.

The book has three parts: The Clone, The Quest, and The Solution. The first two parts focus on experiences that impacted my thinking about the importance of a positive farm system for the world, my vision for which I present in the final part.

Part 1, The Clone, covers my first fifteen years farming in the Sacramento Valley, a region that grows annual crops of rice, wheat, safflower, and processing tomatoes. In some areas, such as fields adjacent to the Sacramento River, perennial crops such as walnuts grow, whereas fields farther inland toward Yuba City provide a home for peach and prune orchards. I started as a city boy who got a summer job on a farm that grew these annual staples of the area. When I decided to be a farm laborer in the summer of 1970, I had no idea it would be a job that would change my life’s direction and more than test my resolve. Knowing nothing about farming, I spent my first several years learning how to grow tomatoes, harvest tomatoes, and sell tomatoes by mimicking the other farmers around me. But even in my first years, and perhaps because I had studied political science in college rather than agronomy or horticulture, I found myself questioning the logic and blind acceptance of the predominant practices of the day.

In Part 2, The Quest, I embark on a farm trail not well traveled. After a dozen years of obediently following the local farm practices I had gathered from the neighbors, I was unable to ignore my doubts about the sensibility of the constant chemical barrage that pounded the fields. Serendipitous experiences pushed me on a path away from conventional farm practices, yet the alternative methods I began adopting had zero track record of success in our area. Without a template or advisers to rely on, my farm began a brutal transition to organic practices.

In Part 3, The Solution, I examine the farm system that my family and I developed from various angles (which I call “the 9 C’s” and “the -icals”). Can a large-scale farm improve the environment and community while also generating a profit? What are the barriers? What steps have to be taken by academia, state, consumers, and corporations to aid the transition to positive farming systems?

Though I was not conscious of where I was heading through many precarious years of learning the hard way, the results of stubbornness, persistence, and willingness to think outside the box came together as I wrapped up my final years. I wrote this book with the hope that my “rags-to-sort-of-riches” story might serve as motivation for young farmers and entrepreneurs, and I figured my fellow farmers would get a laugh or two out of my litany of screwups. I believe that my experiences can offer insights to anyone starting a business or willing to veer off the beaten path in search of a better way to do whatever work they are engaged in. In my case, passion and persistence (grit) helped me overcome the constant financial and social pressure to acquiesce to the status quo.

Over my fifty-two years of farming, I have found that accepting the status quo as the right way to do things because “this is the way it’s always been done” leads to complacency and stagnation of creativity. I never had a master plan to create the farm system we now follow at Park Farming Organics; what I did have was an open mind. That willingness to honestly assess the farm’s footprint on the world led to the excuse-free farm system we hang our hat on today.







PART 1
The Clone









CHAPTER ONE
City Boy Takes On Farm Life



“Hey, Scooter, go heavier on the pitchers than glasses. We’ve got another thirsty, crazy crowd tonight,” urged my brother Chris. He was working the bar crowd like he was each individual’s best friend. Dimer Night (12-ounce glass for 10 cents, pitcher for a quarter) on a winter evening at The Faucet in Portland, Oregon, in 1974 always brought out a hard-drinking, mostly fun-loving crowd. I was the “gofer” behind the bar, tipping the tap handle to the flow mode for an hour or two at a time, the establishment reeking of spilled beer, sweat, sexual innuendo, cigarette smoke, greasy fries, and lost souls.

It was two years since I had graduated from Willamette University with a political science degree, and I had no idea what I was supposed to do with the rest of my life. I was taking philosophy classes at Portland State, but I had doubts that more education could offer me an avenue to fulfillment. Neil Young’s classic song “Old Man” was playing on the jukebox; the lyrics reverberated in my head and resonated with my conscience. I was twenty-four years old, and I knew there had to be so much more to life.

In college, I had distracted myself from worries about the future with classes, parties, sports, and temporary work. Since my family was poor, supporting myself with any jobs I could find had been a fact of life from my early teens, starting with mowing lawns and doing neighborhood odd jobs. I generated adequate funds to keep myself supplied with baseballs, basketballs, and footballs. And jock I was, to the max. The youngest of four boys, I’d developed a competitive, hold-my-ground attitude at a very young age, thanks to my brothers never growing tired of the conniving tricks they could pull on their baby brother Scooter. This translated into growing up fast, especially in sports. Even though my brothers relished bringing me to angry tears, Chris (who was the next to youngest) would allow me to fill out a team when he and his buddies were a player short. Playing with guys three years older thickened my skin and infused a can-do spirit into my psyche. And my love of competitive sports continued into college as I played three years for Willamette University’s basketball team.

Pouring beer at The Faucet and living in a rental house with four other guys was entertaining but far from fulfilling, so when I got a call from Paul Davis, my former boss on a Sacramento Valley farm where I’d worked summers during my college years, the timing couldn’t have been better.

“Scott, how you doing? Are you so sick of Oregon rain that you want to get back into the Sacramento heat, mosquitoes, and poor pay?” I was surprised to hear from Paul. We had last talked a year before, when I ended my brief stint on his farm in search of bigger and better things. The sound of Paul’s voice brought back vivid memories of my summers on the farm, memories that appeared a lot more attractive than my life pouring beer and attending postgraduate classes in philosophy that had little relevance to my world.

My sentimental attitude about my farm job might lead you to think that I grew up on farms, but not so—I was a city slicker through and through. I spent my first twelve years of life in the San Francisco Bay Area and the next ten in Portland and Salem, Oregon. Until Pat Leathers, one of my Willamette fraternity brothers, encouraged me to take a farm job in the Sacramento Valley my sophomore summer, I’d never set foot on a farm. That summer job ended up changing the trajectory of my entire life.


First Day on the Farm

To reach that job, I hitchhiked the 500 miles from Willamette U to Woodland, California, which is not far from California’s capital city of Sacramento. I had stuffed all my life belongings into an old single-strap, dull-green army satchel, and Pat welcomed me at his family’s home. After I’d stayed overnight, Pat drove me 35 miles north to the Lamb Ranch, a 3,000-acre farm in the middle of nowhere, situated between the Sacramento River to the west, the Sierra Nevada mountain range to the east, and the Sutter Buttes to the north. The town of Meridian (population 400, elevation 52 feet above sea level) was 7 miles to the northwest, and the town of Robbins was 20 miles to the southeast (population 100, elevation 40 feet above sea level). Indeed, the Sacramento Valley is flat farmland with the sole exception of the beautiful, modest Sutter Buttes (called the world’s smallest mountain range) breaking the horizontal plane to the north. You could see forever with no signs of civilization other than distant telephone poles. The expansiveness of the view was dramatic compared to the congested optics of city buildings.

That first day, I met Paul Davis (nickname PD), who was loaded with charisma and full of energy. He was a cosmopolitan individual who’d left behind a life in urban Berkeley to become the ranch manager after he’d married Marilyn Lamb, the daughter of Clifton Lamb, co-owner of the ranch, which produced wheat, safflower, and rice. By the time I came on the scene, PD had been there twelve years and was part of the farm fabric, but the twinkle in his eyes and his sly smile said that life was more than harvesting wheat.

I was twenty, PD thirty-five, but we hit it off quickly. And because PD recognized my potential, I started the summer as a college-educated buffoon but ended up as the manager of one of the farm’s side businesses.

Let’s start with the college buffoon part. My pedigree gave the Lamb Ranch workforce plenty of ammunition to tease me about how stupid I was when it came to farm tasks. “Didn’t y’all learn this in college?” “What do they teach you in school if you can’t drive a swather?” (A swather is a cutting machine that chops crops or crop residue and slides the cut material into a swath in preparation for baling or harvesting.) “Boy, I’m not so sure your schooling is doin’ you much good. You’re dumber than a fence post.” And so on. The relentless ribbing was deserved. First, I was dumber than a fence post when it came to farm operations; and second, the average education level of the farm crew was probably the fourth grade, and their average age was forty-five. Pointing out the knowledge gaps of a city slicker college boy provided summerlong humor for the crew.

My first day on the job set the table for the nonstop ridicule. I rode along with the field foreman, Billy, to the edge of a Lamb Ranch field, far from the nearest paved road. During the drive, Billy made it perfectly clear that he knew pretty much everything there was to know about farming. He was about thirty-five and had a strong West Virginia accent. When he wasn’t describing his farm skill prowess, he was letting it be known that women found him irresistible. Oh well, braggarts permeate the farm world as well as the city.

Arriving at the field, Billy handed me a hoe and said, “Now, Hoss, see this row of telephone poles with all the weeds? I want you to clean this row of poles, you hear? I will be back at lunchtime to check on how y’all doin’.” With that he unloaded my hoe, water jug, and lunchbox and took off to start other farm operations.

The water jug and lunchbox might not meet approval by today’s workplace standards. The jug was a recycled 1-gallon glass Clorox bottle with a water-drenched gunnysack wrapped and sewed around it. The wetting of the gunnysack was the cooling mechanism to keep the drinking water from boiling in 100-degree heat. The lunchbox was the classic curved-top metal container painted black. Using a black container to hold a sandwich and fruit in 100-degree heat defied logic. By noon the sandwich of pressed ham, mayonnaise, mustard, and a piece of soggy lettuce on white bread was a gooey glob.

There I was, standing on the edge of a field, gazing at a mile-long row of telephone poles, and wondering, What am I doing here? The straight line of phone poles seemed to continue to infinity. I was truly on my own, miles from any paved road, no civilization nearby. I started hacking away at the weeds.

In truth, clearing that row of poles might not have been a challenging project if I’d fully understood Billy’s order. He assumed I would realize that the only hoeing I needed to do was around the base of each pole. But I thought my task was to clean up all the weeds around and along the line of poles, which included the weeds in the 100-foot stretches between poles. Anyone with any farm experience would have known that a tractor with a disc implement attached could efficiently turn under the weeds in-between the phone poles, but I had never seen either a tractor or disc perform.

When Billy returned at noon, I had hoed every inch of weeds for a mile along the path of the telephone poles. Billy looked at my totally needless accomplishment, looked at me, and shook his head. “Hoss,” he said, “you might be book learned, but you got no common sense.”

That evening in the Lamb Ranch bunkhouse, I slept soundly on a bunkbed with bedding made of wheat straw stuffed inside a cotton liner. The deep sleep was a result of fatigue, not of comfort or air-conditioning. The room had only one fan in the window, but the bunk house sat under a 120-year-old oak tree, which helped throttle down the heat accumulation. The crunch-crinkle of bedding, the buzz of mosquitoes, the whirring fan, and smoker’s hack was the music I listened to as I dozed off.

The smoker’s hack came from roommates—classic “cat skinners.” These men were experts at handling Caterpillar crawler tractors (which had metal tracks instead of wheels). Farmers used these machines to work the soil in the giant fields of the Sacramento Valley in the spring, getting the ground ready for planting. The cat skinners were in their fifties but looked like they were eighty, with cragged, sunburned faces, missing teeth, five- or ten-day stubble, and a continual wheeze that emanated from lungs punished by cigarette smoke, dust, and diesel fumes. Their hearing was as bad as their lung condition, due to the persistent clanging of the metal tracks of the crawler tractors. These tough-as-nails laborers chain-smoked roll-your-own Prince Albert cigarettes and hacked phlegm most of the night. They liked to drink whiskey and spin tales of the “better days.” When the planting work ended in June, the cat skinners’ nomadic nature took them to other parts of the country for a new job and a change of scenery.



Rice Checks After Breakfast

The following day, I was handed a shovel and assigned another brainless task. I was taken to a field of rice to repair holes in the berms that retain irrigation water. Rice prefers to grow in standing water. The berms, which are commonly called “checks,” rose about 3 feet above ground level and were only about 2 feet wide at the top. The irrigation water filled the expanses between berms, rising to within inches of the tops of the berms. The walkways on the exposed parts of the berms, being above water level, were full of weeds. My task was to walk along the checks, searching for and filling in holes that had been dug by gophers.

Most checks were serpentine, winding for a half mile or more through the rice fields. Before I climbed onto the first rice check, this job didn’t seem to pose a challenge. What I didn’t know was that filling the critter holes would be the easy part. Walking along the long, winding checks was heart-stopping. The old weeds were up to 3 feet tall, blocking my view of clods on the surface of the soil. I’d step on a clod and roll my ankle, barely maintaining my balance and avoiding falling into the rice water. I tried to keep my gaze focused on the ground right in front of my shoes, in a constant balancing act. Therefore, I was totally unprepared for encounters with wildlife unlike anything I’d ever experienced in my city life. Nesting ducks popped up right in front of me, egrets and herons squawked as they rose in flight, spooked rabbits hopped away, and pheasants suddenly launched into the wide-open skies at a 45-degree angle. Not to mention the snakes, which would slither away just before I stepped on them. Twice I lost my footing and stumbled into the water.

I was so relieved to see Billy drive up to the end of a check at lunchtime that I started running to the truck. Bad idea! As Billy watched, I slipped into the water, then dragged myself out, and undeterred, started running again. When I got to his truck, I received another head shake. “Hoss, I don’t know where you worked before, but on this farm there is never a reason to run, especially on a rice check. And seeing as how you are dripping wet, why don’t you get in the back of the truck with Bullet.” Even Bullet, Billy’s black Labrador retriever, moved away from me. Oh, Billy couldn’t wait to tell this story in the mess hall about the college boy who couldn’t even walk on a rice check!

My city-slicker college-boy innocence was the favorite source of ridicule at the mess hall table at breakfast and dinner—and you’d better not be late for a meal. At 5:30 a.m., the ranch cook clanged a metal pipe inside a metal triangle that hung outside the cook shed. At 6:00, the triangle received a shorter version of his musical renditions. At 6:01, the door was locked, which I found out the hard way. At least I gave the cat skinners more to laugh about.



Learning to Drive Cats

After a few days of hoeing telephone poles, walking rice checks, cleaning out the kitchen grease pit (that story would only make you nauseous), and spraying herbicide on weeds around the farm’s shop yard, I graduated to driving a Caterpillar tractor. The Caterpillar had no steering wheel; vertical levers called frictions controlled the steering. To turn right you pulled the right friction toward your chest while stepping down on the right brake. To turn left you pulled on the left friction and stepped on the left brake. The sharpness of turn was determined by the amount of pressure on the brake. The harder you pressed down on the brake, the sharper you would turn. In fact, it was possible to “lock up” one of the tracks, and the tractor could spin in a circle all day.

Just getting the machine started was a complicated process that involved attaching a piece of pipe to a bolt below the tractor’s radiator and pulling down hard to create a spark to ignite a small gas engine. With the gas engine running, you climbed onto the Cat, shifted a lever and clutch to transfer the power of the gas engine to the main diesel engine, and followed up with a few more manipulations to supply fuel to the diesel engine.

Billy then proceeded to give me a driving lesson while I half sat on an arm rest. Billy yelled above the engine noise, “OK, Hoss, nothing to it. Just don’t pull too hard on the frictions or brake. Watch me.” And away we went down the field, pulling a disc that was cutting weeds and turning over the soil. Diesel smoke blew in our faces, and it was loud and dusty but also exhilarating to be sitting on top of this powerful machine cruising across the field.

Then it was my turn to try. Billy put the Cat in neutral and we switched seats. Billy perched on the armrest and grabbed the roll bar. It’s a good thing he did. No, I didn’t flip the Cat, but I revved the engine to full throttle then popped the clutch. We were moving fast, and because of the engine noise, I couldn’t understand what Billy was yelling to me. Billy was barely hanging on, but I interpreted his screaming to be a request to try turning, which I did—but not fluidly. I yanked on the friction and stomped on the brake. Fortunately, this flung Billy toward the clutch, which he wisely disengaged. For some reason, the following day, the grease pit needed to be cleaned out again.

By now, the disconnect from civilization was becoming humorous rather than aggravating (sort of like Cool Hand Luke smiling on the chain gang). It was clear that I was totally out of my normal comfort zone. But that was OK. The hard knocks of being a novice in the farm world didn’t overwhelm my can-do attitude. Maybe subconsciously I relished the challenge to figure out this farming game.



The Perils of the Wheat Harvest

One of the prized jobs on the farm was driving a wheat harvester, which had a steering wheel rather than levers, an air-conditioned cab, and a radio. The harvester was much easier to handle than a Caterpillar or a swather. When one of the regular harvester drivers became ill, Billy had to turn to the college-educated buffoon to drive. I’d been on the farm for a month by then, and my experiences driving the Cat and swather made the harvester almost too easy.

The swather machines followed behind the harvesters to cut the standing straw and form it into windrows. This allowed a tractor with a baler to compress the straw into bales, which were stacked on the side of the field. A few days later the stacks of wheat straw would be manually hoisted onto a trailer and hauled either to San Francisco racetracks for horse bedding or to old, empty barns for storage.

The slaughter of wildlife combined with the lack of exercise and spending all day in the confines of an air-conditioned cab was wearing me out emotionally and physically. I may have been the first harvester driver in history to ask the foreman’s permission to work in the straw operation instead of driving the grain harvester. Yes, I volunteered to give up the air-conditioned cab to work outside in the 100-degree inferno, with the golden straw reflecting even more heat up at the crew. The harvester crew was already of the opinion that getting a college education made you stupid, and my choice to step out of the driver’s seat now confirmed it.



A Lucky Shift

One fortuitous part of shifting to work in the straw-baling business is that PD and I spent more time together. We enjoyed discussing politics or sports without the college-boy stigma warping the direction of any conversation. In fact, PD respected my choice to work outside, bucking bales of straw over harvesting wheat in a cushy harvester. He enjoyed having an employee who had read Les Misérables and Crime and Punishment. He put up with my lack of farm know-how since he appreciated my education, work ethic, and can-do attitude—so much so that he eventually put me in charge of the straw operation.

Let’s consider the wisdom of his decision. PD’s side business, Suba Straw, relied on twelve complicated machines that had a lot of belts, pulleys, bearings, universal joints, drive shafts, and sickle bars, not to mention the powerful engines. The only mechanical expertise I brought as the straw operation manager was having worked graveyard shift in a gas station my junior year in high school. I could pump gas into a car, wash the windshield, and handle the cash transaction, but that was it. One time, the gas station owner asked me to change the oil in a car. I dumped the oil and removed the oil filter. I failed to find a new filter in the parts cabinet, so I simply washed the old filter in water and reinstalled it. I then filled the engine with oil, and it was good as new. Really? Even those of you who are not well versed in caring for mechanical engines have probably heard that oil and water don’t mix! With my near-total lack of knowledge, being in charge of the Suba Straw equipment put my youthful, can-do confidence to the test.

That first summer on the farm went by fast (and farm life has never slowed down since). I worked seventy-four days straight, ten to fourteen hours a day. In that stretch of time, I never saw a newspaper or a TV; my only connection to the outside world was AM radio—although the older trucks on the ranch didn’t even have electric turn signals, much less radios.

The pay scale was low, even for 1970. I received $2 an hour, 25 cents more than the rest of the crew due to my management responsibilities. In 105-degree heat, mosquitoes sucking the life out of us, sweat pouring off in buckets, we bucked straw bales into old barns for storage until the winter. When the outside temperature was 100, those old windowless wooden structures would hit 125. Fifty-five years later, I still remember the 12-by-12-inch rough-hewn wood-beam trusses that held up the barns and stacking bales high into the dark corners filled with owls, spider webs, and the occasional black widow spider.

I must have succeeded in keeping the equipment running and the crew productive, because I received a whopping $50 bonus for my summer’s effort. I headed back to WU for my junior year with a newfound appreciation of the simple pleasures in life: cold drinking water, warm shower, clean clothes, any bed or pillow not made of wheat straw, and food all five senses could enjoy. Female companionship, music, and playing basketball were the next level of ecstasy.


“Cleaning Up” the Wildlife

The accidental slaughter of pheasants and rabbits is no longer something that a harvester driver in Sutter County has to worry about. There are almost zero pheasants and rabbits alive in the county. With the advent of the herbicide Roundup in the 1980s, ditches and canals went from being filled with weeds that provided cover and food for wildlife to pristine, weedless expanses. Farmers sprayed Roundup to keep ditches clean all year so water flow would have less resistance and so that water would be less likely to carry weed seed that would end up in a farmer’s field when it was irrigated. The lack of protective cover for the wildlife created an easy-serve buffet for coyotes and foxes. This effectively removed the small critters from the ecosystem.

There was a downside, though. I experienced powerful jolts of guilt as the sickle mechanism that cut the wheat stalks was also indiscriminate in cutting up rabbits and pheasants that miscalculated their risk status and sat tight rather than fleeing. The reel mechanism would throw the animals’ bodies onto a rubber apron called a draper, which slid them into an augur that fed them into a spinning cylinder with spikes inside. Brutal. Heartbreaking.





The Appeal of Unfiltered Living

I returned to the farm to run the straw crew the next two summers (after my junior and senior years). I must have touched an ancient longing that resides in humans to be close to nature and live a raw existence, because my descriptions of farm work intrigued some of my friends at WU. They wanted to see what farm life and hard work really were, so I brought a few of them along with me. Only one of five thought it worth the experience to return the second year. It wasn’t just the heat, long hours, and low pay that discouraged them, it was also the total disconnect from the comforts young-adult males thrive on: female companionship, bars, nighttime softball games, seeing a variety of friends, going to concerts, and generally enjoying urban life. For some reason, however, farm life fit me to a T: starting the morning driving into a sunrise, driving home into a sunset, hard work outdoors, abundant wildlife, few buildings, maximum independence, self-reliance, and constant challenges to be creative in solving problems. It may have been the pure rawness of vast fields of glistening wheat, the soft green of rice fields, the dark green of tomato rows, and spending the day listening to the sounds of the wind and birds, with no one in sight, that soothed my soul. Also, there was an unstated but clear bond among everyone in the farm community—you waved to all trucks passing by, whether you knew the driver or not. (We’re all in this together.)

Those were some of the memories flashing through my consciousness at the sound of Paul’s voice. I jumped back into the conversation. “PD, great to hear your voice, man. It’s been a long time since I had the joy of bucking bales and pounding down a few cold ones with you. What have I missed?”

Paul’s reply caught me completely off guard. “Well, Scott, I’m hoping I can convince you to partner up with me to grow processing tomatoes. And here’s a deal you can’t refuse: I’ll pay you 20 percent of the net and all the beer and peanut butter sandwiches you need to make it through the season.”

“What makes you think we could grow tomatoes?” I asked him. “I thought you only messed with wheat, safflower, and rice.”

PD admitted that growing tomatoes was a far cry from growing grains, but the price per ton of tomatoes had taken a huge increase and the local cannery was looking for new growers. He also said he’d dabbled with a few acres of tomatoes last year, but it had proved a disaster. “I’m going to dump the straw business, sell the equipment, and buy some tomato implements,” PD explained. “We’ll need a bunch more equipment, but the neighbors will help us out, I hope.”

“Where does the funding come from?” I asked. “You know the only loan I ever got was a student loan, and it’s not paid off. I have zero dollars to contribute.”

PD wasn’t worried about that, saying that lines of credit for farming aren’t hard to get. “The big question is, are you in or out? I have to let the cannery fieldman know if we’ll grow tomatoes for them this year. If I don’t say yes in the next couple of days, they could give the contract to someone else.”

I knew it was a crazy idea to say yes. Most of my close friends in college were doing graduate work to become lawyers, doctors, actuaries, psychologists, or accountants. And I’d been taking philosophy classes with the idea of teaching in the future. Although teaching is a rewarding profession, the classes are taught inside, and a structured environment didn’t seem like a good fit for me. Maybe the fact that I was studying philosophy was a sign that I would make more of a farming life than just growing crops so I could make money.

“I’m in,” I said. “When do we start?”

“That’s great, Scooter,” PD said. “Neither of us knows squat about tomato growing, but we will by the end of the season!” He asked if I could be there by early March.

“No problem, PD. I’ll let Chris know he’ll be minus a bartender in a couple weeks. Say hi to Marilyn and the kids for me. See you next month.”








CHAPTER TWO
Learning on the GO



I planted a tomato seed for the first time in my life on March 19, 1974. Truth be told, it was the first seed I had ever planted, period. The variety was VF 270—at least, that’s what the seed salesman told me. This was my first taste of being a farmer rather than a field hand. My prior three summers of working in the wheat straw business never intersected with actual growing of a crop, because soil preparation and seed planting takes place in spring or fall in this region of California. My summer college jobs, from early June through August, were all about swathing, baling, and stacking wheat straw. I never dealt with living plants.

Those summers baling wheat straw had little value with regard to planting tomatoes. I wasn’t quite as innocent as I’d been in those first days on the Lamb Ranch, but this was my first experience with tasks like making a seedbed and working with irrigation pipes. The only connection from prior farmwork that I could apply to growing tomatoes was a good work ethic.

Compared to growing wheat and rice, raising a crop of tomatoes was much more complex. Keep in mind that we weren’t just an acre or two of tomatoes. We were growing for the mass market—selling to canneries that supplied the nation’s bottomless appetite for canned tomato sauce and tomato soup. In that first year, we planted five fields of tomatoes totaling 270 acres of land rented from



The Intricacies of Planting Tomatoes








Tomato Plants Assaulted by Worms


















New Crew Members, New Skills
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		Four amigos (left to right): Scott, Freeman Paugh, Paul Davis, Chris Park.



		Driving a tomato harvester in 1974—no fancy cab to protect the driver.



		A lovely Dane (Ulla) adds class to the farm crew.



		A moonscape of crusted, lifeless soil from my early farming days. Many California farm fields still look like this after a winter of hard rains.



		A tomato harvester makes its way along the rows, with a tractor alongside to pull the gondola of harvested fruit.



		Thirteen tons of tomatoes are dumped from the harvester conveyor belt into every gondola.



		A Park Farming employee loads tanks for chemical application, circa 1985.



		It will take lots of water and tillage to make dirt boulders like these into a seed bed.



		Scott unplugs a wheat grain drill under the watchful eyes of Ulla and three-year-old Brian.



		Scott teaching Brian (at age 7) and Lila (age 4) the art of furrow irrigating. Illustration courtesy of Steve Park.



		Signs like this are some of the only tools organic farmers have to prevent pesticide spray drift into their fields.



		Ulla and the emus—another of our zany business schemes.



		A view from above of our farm during the 1997 flood.



		Ulla and Bob Dunn ready for take-off to release lacewings to battle lygus attack on black-eyed peas.



		The switch from direct seeding tomatoes to transplanting resulted in excellent stands like this one.



		Every year, Park Farming Organics transplants as many as 4 million small tomato plants into our fields.



		A challenge during Brian’s first year of farming: a cover crop of 7-foot-tall bell beans to incorporate.



		A new tractor (made possible by our success in 2007) drilling rice seed.



		Long, drooping rice heads point toward a bountiful crop.



		The results of Amélie Gaudin’s leafhopper feeding trial show the lack of feeding punctures on plants grown in our farm’s soils versus other soils.



		A processing tomato field about sixty days old. Another sixty-five days of growing and maturing until harvest.



		We grow cover crops like this to build the soil and supply nutrients.



		Brian planting a summer cover crop after the wheat harvest.



		Sheep grazing cover crops is another way of adding diversity to our farming system.



		The 9 C’s system results in tomatoes with excellent nutrient density. An analysis of our harvest in 2021 showed that the fruit was 41 percent higher than the national average in antioxidants and 28 percent higher in polyphenols.



		John Muir’s famous quote, “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe” inspired me to draw this cartoon to depict how the 9 C’s of our farm system are all interconnected.



		The proof is in the plants: A vibrantly healthy field of Park Farming Organics tomatoes.



		Cover crops: A vetch cover crop works well for early spring plantings; it’s easy to incorporate and decomposes quickly in cooler conditions.



		A sudangrass cover crop is a good soil builder in summer after a June wheat harvest and also for fields transitioning to organic.



		A multispecies cover crop is great for later spring plantings and for sheep grazing. It also feeds the soil food web, improves soil structure, provides nutrients, and serves as an insectary.



		Weather patterns can disrupt timely termination of cover crops, creating management headaches. This cover crop and mustard is extremely vigorous in March due to warm conditions and excellent moisture. Fortunately, the driver can rely on a satellite signal, since he can’t see where he is going!



		Corn stalks shaking hands during a successful growing season.



		Crop rotation: Our mix of cereals, legumes, forbs, and vegetables provides multiple income sources as well as a diverse diet for soil life. Ideally, each field is planted to a different type of crop than the prior year to lessen the chance for pests to find a predictable environment where they can multiply.



		Conservation tillage: If your soil is friable and aggregated from thoughtful management, there is no need to run heavy equipment like this to break up compaction.



		Four-footed tillage uses less energy than mechanical tillage to incorporate cover crops. The sheep provide multiple other benefits too. Their feeding stimulates microbial life, their excrement provides compost and nitrogen, and the animals give off a peaceful vibe.



		Compost: Compost is added to sunflower stubble to expedite decomposition and provide fertility for the next cash crop.



		Controlled traffic: Equipment always follows the same tire tracks through a field, minimizing the area that suffers compaction by the heavy equipment.



		During heavy rainfall in 2017, this established Park Farming field was able to absorb the deluge due to excellent soil structure from years of soil building.



		This new field, with compacted soil low in organic matter, could not absorb the rainfall, and it flooded.



		Crop residues: Chopping and incorporating wheat straw is a great soil building tool. By incorporating residue rather than baling or burning, you are making your own compost.



		Whenever possible, we no-till drill cover crops into the prior crop’s stubble. Rice straw is tough, so we allow winter and early spring weather to help decompose the biomass. The remaining straw in April crumbles easily with tillage.



		Corn stubble poses no-till challenges, so we disk once before drilling the winter cover crop.



		Conserve inputs: These tomato plants received seaweed and microbes at transplanting, are widely spaced, and have had minimal tillage and no irrigation. We trust in healthy soil to take care of the plants.



		Crew care: A happy crew that is paid fairly and treated with respect creates a pleasant working environment.



		Critter cover: We put up owl boxes because encouraging wildlife helps create an ecosystem that protects crops from insects and disease.



		In the past few years, turkeys have “moved in” to our field borders, roaming the field edges. The natural growth in the ditches next to the field edges provides habitat for this flock.



		The Sacramento Valley sits in the Pacific Flyway. Harvested rice fields or green cover crop fields provide plenty of feed for migrating waterfowl.



		Tomato plants and earthworms enjoy a minimally disturbed seedbed full of residue from the winter cover crop. Unfortunately, so do grasses! In another week, the grasses will take over the field unless we cultivate.



		Even during the drought of 2021, this winter cover crop is continuing to sequester carbon to feed the soil.



		The result of farming by the 9 C’s is a bountiful, high-quality tomato crop produced with thoughtful, positive inputs.



		The Park Farm Family in 2023: Scott and Ulla, Brian and Jamie, and the grandkids, Corbin and Hannah. This is the year we were honored with the California Leopold Conservation Award for excellence in land stewardship.



		Corbin advising Scott on rice straw management.
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