


[image: Cover: The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer, Revised Edition: How to Produce High-Quality Herbs on a Market Scale by Jeff Carpenter with Melanie Carpenter]





Praise for The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer

“This new edition of The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer is a must-have for anyone interested in herb cultivation. The knowledge Jeff and Melanie share is incredibly important for the future of the botanical industry as production in the U.S. continues to grow. They detail each step along the way, from choosing the right botanicals to grow on your land to post-harvest processing. I really appreciate the applied intention and the thoughtfulness involved in growing herbs that Jeff and Melanie transmit. This is a resource that aspiring and experienced botanical farmers alike should keep on hand.”

—NATE BRENNAN, purchasing and sales manager, Pacific Botanicals

“Rooted in years of direct experience and a deep love and respect for the healing plants, this book is packed full of practical, on-the-ground herbal farming information. It is an essential guide for young and experienced farmers alike who are interested in growing or integrating medicinal herbs into their farm. We need more caring, respectful, and knowledgeable medicinal herb farmers like Jeff and Melanie.”

—DEB SOULE, herbalist and biodynamic gardener; founder of Avena Botanicals

“The revised edition of The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer goes beyond a traditional herb farming manual, serving as a guide for cultivating not only herbs but also a sense of community and self-sufficiency. Jeff’s emphasis on sustainable practices, ethical harvesting, and mindful consumption inspires readers to embrace a harmonious relationship with the environment and rediscover the profound healing potential of herbs. Whether you’re a novice herb enthusiast or an experienced farmer looking to deepen your knowledge, The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer is an invaluable resource that will awaken your senses, nourish your soul, and guide you on an enriching journey toward organic herb farming success.”

—CEE STANLEY, CEO of Green Heffa Farms

“I could almost smell the herbs and feel the soil when I picked up and opened this book. It is full of practical and helpful information, pictures, and guidance for any farmer who wants to know and grow medicinal herbs organically. All of the new information is great, especially the section on constructing and performing herb drying. Too often I have seen farmers grow a good crop but lessen its value with improper post-harvest handling techniques, especially drying incorrectly. Thanks Melanie and Jeff for taking the time to put down in black and white what farmers need to know to be successful.

“The first edition on my shelf is a bit worn and torn, so this revised edition gives me and readers even more reason to dig in deeper to learn what it takes to supply top-quality medicinal herbs in today’s market.”

—EDWARD J. FLETCHER, owner/operator Native Botanicals, Inc.

“The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer is an invaluable resource for anyone growing medicinal plants on a small, medium, and large scale. In addition to details about everything from writing a vision statement to developing a business plan and managing weeds, Jeff and Melanie Carpenter share the reasons behind the decisions they have made, the lessons learned from good and bad decisions, and their advice based on what they have learned.

“The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer is also essential reading for anyone using herbal products to understand what it takes to cultivate and process high-quality herbs so that the products made with these herbs are truly the ecological medicine—better for the plants, for people, and the planet—that they are promised to be. The Carpenters demonstrate how the vision of wholeness and healing that is at the heart of herbal medicine guides all the decisions, large and small, that they make on their farm. I can’t recommend this book highly enough.”

—ANN ARMBRECHT, PhD; author, The Business of Botanicals; director, Sustainable Herbs Program

“Jeff and Melanie Carpenter give me hope for the future of herb farming. In this book, they generously share very useful experience-based information and lessons learned, which will help young prospective herb farmers to avoid pitfalls and plan for an economically viable and appropriately scaled operation for sustainable production. Read this book before you start up!”

—JOSEF BRINCKMANN, vice president of sustainability, Traditional Medicinals

“Finally, a book to recommend to the increasing number of organic farmers who are looking to grow medicinal herb crops. This inspiring handbook provides the quality and depth of information that only comes from years of first-hand experience. Having begun our own herb-growing and herbal-product manufacture thirty-five years ago, I am completely impressed with the comprehensive breadth of topics and business wisdom that the Carpenters have so generously shared.”

—SARA KATZ, cofounder, Herb Pharm; board president, United Plant Savers

“Bullseye! Jeff and Melanie Carpenter nail it in addressing the needs of today’s medicinal herb grower. In a friendly, easy-to-read style, the information in The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer is straightforward and comprehensive, benefitting beginning and experienced farmers alike.”

—RICHARD WISWALL, author, The Organic Farmer’s Business Handbook

“With this beautiful and informative book, Jeff and Melanie Carpenter share the knowledge they have gathered as they have realized their vision over the last fifteen years on their 10-acre farm in Vermont. The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer serves as a training manual to support US domestic production of high-quality medicinal herbs. A dirt-smudged copy should be within easy reach of every home gardener or farmer who grows—or wants to grow—medicinal plants.”

—MICHAEL MCGUFFIN, president, American Herbal Products Association

“Many of the medicinal herbs used in the herbal industry are still imported, even though we have ideal conditions as landowners and farmers to fulfill the growing demand. United Plant Savers’ motto, ‘conservation through cultivation,’ is a way in which we can take demand off of wild-harvested native medicinals and also stimulate regional sources for a dynamic and growing market. This book could not be more timely. We need domestic herb farmers not only to supply a growing demand for herbal medicine but also as a critical component to ensuring an abundant supply of American medicinal plants for generations to come.”

—SUSAN LEOPOLD, executive director, United Plant Savers

“The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer rocks with practical insights for growing healing herbs and making a viable living. Locally grown medicine will be embraced by local food movements as more community herbalists get the word out. The ‘Health Care Marketplace’ we actually need today consists of more hard-working farm couples like Jeff and Mel Carpenter.”

—MICHAEL PHILLIPS, author, The Holistic Orchard

“I highly recommend The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer to all new and experienced growers of Western medicinal herbs. If you are an aspiring herb farmer, this is your book!”

—PEG SCHAFER, author, The Chinese Medicinal Herb Farm

“Drawing on their fifteen years of experience growing medicinal herbs commercially, Jeff and Melanie Carpenter have written the most comprehensive book available on growing, harvesting, drying, packaging, and selling medicinal herbs. Beginning farmers will find this book particularly useful with its detailed instructions on all aspects of herb farming, including field-site selection, cultural practices, tools, equipment, and business planning.”

—JEANINE DAVIS, PhD, associate professor and extension specialist, Department of Horticultural Science, North Carolina State University

“Seasoned and novice growers alike will find a mother lode of information and wisdom packed into this gem of a book! Anyone interested in growing or using medicinal herbs will reap the benefits of Jeff and Mel’s meticulous research and hard-won expertise in the field and marketplace. These savvy businesspeople are stellar models of earth stewards making a right livelihood on the land. Reading The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer will greatly help you along the same path!”

—NANCY PHILLIPS, author, The Herbalist’s Way
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Foreword



People need these plants. They want them live, dried, and fresh—for the medicine they make, the gardens they grow, and the classes they teach. As a result there is a growing need for medicinal herb farms, and there are many ways herb growers can participate in and become an integral part of this green movement.

—JEFF CARPENTER



When my daughter, Melanie, and her husband, Jeff (who I fondly call “children of my heart” rather than stepchildren or in-laws), first mentioned that they were thinking of writing a book about organic herb farming, I was as excited about the project as they were. In the past 25 or so years, Jeff and Melanie have been “in the field,” literally, learning through trial, error, and innovation about herbs and farming, shaping and defining what being “successful farmers” means to them. I had no doubt that a book written by them would be a practical, comprehensive, and useful resource for other farmers—and farmers to be—and would contain the unique tools and talents that Jeff and Melanie bring to their farming practices. I also knew that a book about herb farming, a subject they are both deeply invested in, would be exceptionally well done—a cut above—because of their love and knowledge of the subject, and also because that’s just the way they do things. As expected, the first edition of The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer was widely and favorably reviewed. In the years since its publication, it has become an invaluable resource for thousands of farmers and gardeners not only in North America but worldwide.

Several years later, when Jeff announced to me that they were working on a revised edition of The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer, I must admit I was completely surprised. Why, when the first edition was so thorough; what more was there possibly to add? Jeff laughingly assured me that he was constantly learning. Every season, every crop, and every shift in the market was a teacher, plus he was always learning from other hard-working farmers—he had so much more to share. And, of course, he was so right. While the first edition was perfect for its time, this revised edition contains even more practical and reliable information while delivering an innovative, timely, and hopeful message to farmers.

The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer addresses everything you need to get started, whether you’re just beginning your farming adventure or you’re a seasoned farmer seeking detailed information on growing herbs for the marketplace. The best agricultural practices, including choosing which herbs to grow, seed sowing, harvesting, and medicinal plant conservation, are combined with the less appealing— or as Melanie says, the “less sexy”—aspects of farming, such as business management, bookkeeping, and marketing, to give a comprehensive overview of what it takes to be a successful herb farmer in today’s market.

While there are several excellent books on growing herbs and some very good ones on farming, there are few books that combine the practical how-tos of organic herb farming and the ins and outs of the herbal industry with commonsense marketing skills—that is, how to sell your herbs once they’ve grown. This is the book, I’m sure, that Jeff, Melanie, and so many other farmers wish they’d had when they first got started. Woven amid the necessary technical farming data, charts, yield-per-acre averages, and dry-to-wet herb ratios that make a book like this useful and practical to the farmer are the personal tales and insights—the ups and downs and revelations of farming life—that give richness and depth to any story. Jeff and Melanie’s “farmer’s tale” imparts their successes alongside the stories of the crops that failed and the challenges they’ve met along the way—all insightful teachings to anyone considering farming. Between the seeding, weeding, and harvesting, as well as parenting and caring for elderly family members, Jeff and Melanie somehow managed to write both editions with the same spirit and integrity with which they live every aspect of their lives. What shines most throughout the pages of this rather hefty tome is their heartful generosity as they graciously share everything they’ve learned from their hard work and boots on the ground.

Since they were youngsters, both Jeff and Melanie demonstrated an interest in plants. While still in high school, Melanie and her twin sister, Jennifer, started a small herbal business with my guidance and tutelage. It was their father’s and my attempt to teach them good work ethics and financial responsibility (they put all their earnings into savings for their college funds) and also my personal desire to engage them in the study and practice of herbalism. Indeed, it worked! Both Jennifer and Melanie have an incredible work ethic and are keenly resourceful at managing money. They had more money saved up in their bank accounts when they graduated high school than I did in the first few years of running my own herbal business! And best of all, they both developed a lifelong love of herbs.

As for Jeff, he comes from a hearty sixth-generation Vermont farming family, which he’s always proud to mention. I’ve often heard him say with great pride, “Farming is in my blood.” Jeff first came to Sage Mountain, our herbal retreat center in Central Vermont, fresh out of high school, the “wild” older brother of Melanie’s best friend. I recognized immediately the exceptional person he was and saw in him the plant lover he would become. I was delighted when he signed up for my herbal apprentice program, and after the apprenticeship was over, I invited him to stay on the mountain for a few months more to continue his study of herbs and help me with the chores. He fell in love not only with plants, but also with my daughter (though I’m quite sure it was in the reverse order!), and those two love affairs have been a guiding light on his personal as well as professional path.

I have had the privilege of watching Jeff and Melanie mature not only as individuals and as caring, loving parents, but also as herbalists and farmers, into the savvy and successful business partners they’ve become over the past 25 years. They’ve not only had an impact on their local community and their home state of Vermont with their vision of organic herb farming, but have also joined forces with farmers throughout the country to become a strong voice in support of sustainable, high-quality organic herb production in the United States. Like other young farmers seeding the back-to-the-land local food movement and supplying high-quality organic herbs to the burgeoning herbal renaissance, they have become “rock stars” of their communities.

In part because of the pioneering work of farming entrepreneurs like Jeff and Melanie and their mentors Richard Wiswall (Cate Farm, Vermont), Todd Hardie (Caledonia Spirits, Vermont), and Andrea and Matthias Reisen (Healing Spirits, New York), many other farmers are creating successful herb businesses and are making a go of it financially. No longer an undesirable vocation, farming—and herb and vegetable farming specifically—is becoming a popular career choice for young college graduates and visionaries seeking to make a difference in the world; experienced farmers wanting to grow crops that are more profitable and sustainable than wheat, corn, or soy; and even urban dwellers seeking a healthier lifestyle for themselves and their families.

In an easy-to-understand, practical, and comprehensive manner, The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer lays out the tools and step-by-step practices to become a successful herb farmer. You might be deciding whether to farm medicinal plants exclusively or add one or two herbal crops to your operation. Maybe you wish to focus exclusively on common culinary herbs, medicinals, or at-risk native herbs. Perhaps you’re weighing the advantages of growing living potted plants versus harvesting and drying herbs, or wondering if it’s wise to add a value-added product. Whatever your interest in herb farming, you’ll find the detailed information necessary to guide you through the process. This isn’t information gleaned from other resources and passed along in a diluted format, but the direct experience of two hands-on farmers who have done it all and are sharing the best of what they’ve learned with others.

However, no farmer farms alone. Farmers learn from and depend on one another and the community that supports them. Much like the fungal mycorrhizae that magically weave plants together in a complex underground internet system, Jeff and Melanie are part of a network of farmers who have created a thriving aboveground support system. These farmers share information and resources freely and generously with one another, often providing mentoring services and internship programs that help teach and revitalize the basic skills of farming that have been lost in this country with the demise of the small family farm over the past four decades. This is cooperation and collaboration at its best, where each person’s success is enhanced by the success of others. We are all cheering one another along.

Farming communities have traditionally been close, joined together by the community potluck, local Granges, churches, marriages, and family. The reality of today is that herb farmers are spread out across the country, and the internet has become the means of communication—the modern-day Grange and potluck that binds them together. In the process of writing this book, Jeff and Melanie visited and interviewed many other herb farmers across the country. Their wisdom and insights, as well as practical farming and business advice, pepper the pages of this book, not only enriching it but also imparting a sense of the diversity of the herb farming community.

Farming is a subject near and dear to me and still strokes tender heartstrings and awakens childhood memories. I grew up on a small family farm in the ideal tillage of Sonoma County, California, in the 1950s and ’60s. My father loved farming more than anything. He—and my entire family—worked from sunrise to sunset on that farm, milking the cows; planting and hauling hay; raising the calves, goats, and chickens; gardening; and canning. In spite of the tremendous amount of work required to run the farm, neither he nor anyone else in the family would ever have given up the farmer’s life or the family farm.

Unfortunately, my father was farming at a time when agricultural practices were changing. Small family farms and farmers were being systematically driven out of business, one by one, in old-time farming communities across the country, replaced by government-subsidized monocropping and factory farming. There were no options, no alternative crops or incentives offered to small farmers to help them weather the hard times and stay in business. It was a sad day for my father and for the other farmers in our community when they were forced to sell their beloved dairy herds and farms and head off to find other work. In truth, it was a sorry day for this entire nation. For the past several decades we’ve witnessed the tragic effects of factory farming and monocropping on the landscape, in our water systems, in the food system, in our health care, and in our communities. I believe the health of a country is dependent on the health of the farming communities, the health of the soil, the food and medicine we grow, and the rich diversity of sustainable organic farming practices.

I’m extremely proud of my two “children of the heart” for writing such a vital and important resource for farmers. The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer delivers a powerful, pertinent, and hopeful message, as well as detailed information, innovative tools, and suggestions that offer a roadway to success for the small family farm. This is the book I wish my father and the farmers of his generation had had.

ROSEMARY GLADSTAR,
herbalist and author,
Misty Bay, Vermont






Preface


When Melanie and I set out to write the first edition of The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer, our goal was to write the how-to manual for the commercial production of medicinal herbs that we wished we had during our early years farming herbs. While we feel that we achieved that goal, we rapidly advanced and refined our knowledge and practices in the nearly decade-long period after that book was written, and that experience felt worthy of being shared in another volume. Melanie chose to take a less-active yet very supportive role in the writing of this edition while she became a representative in the Vermont state legislature, but the bulk of the work she contributed to the first edition, including the plant profiles in section two of this book, remains.

I credit the countless participants in presentations we have given and clients I’ve worked with on a consulting basis for asking the questions that have helped inform the focus of the new and updated information provided in this book. While there is a wealth of information within these pages on how to grow medicinal plants, including new plants of interest such as cannabis, growing the plants seems to be the easy part for most people. Instead, it is primarily harvesting, drying, and processing the plants and then navigating the herbal marketplace to sell them that is the focus of the vast majority of inquiries I receive. These topics have been greatly updated and expanded upon in this revision as a response to this need.

In order to improve our own farming methods and create new content for this book, I committed myself to becoming a student of the industry, traveling to herb farms and connecting with herbal product manufacturers and industry specialists around the country, asking questions and viewing their methods. The main takeaway from my information-gathering mission was to use the helpful innovations I saw, incorporate them into our own business, and present them here in ways that can be accessible and scalable for anyone, whether they are farming 1,000 square feet or 1,000 acres.

Another takeaway from my teaching and consulting work is that there are a whole lot of farmers asking how they can consider incorporating medicinals as adjunct enterprises into their existing agricultural operations. It is with that in mind that I have attempted to demonstrate the feasibility of doing so.

JEFF CARPENTER
Hyde Park, Vermont
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CHAPTER 1

Why Grow Medicinal Herbs?





With the enormous growth of the herbal products industry in the last thirty years or so, more and more people are becoming aware that herbs can help increase their well-being and vitality. Still, many think of herbs primarily as culinary ingredients rather than healing agents and often don’t realize that countless familiar pharmaceutical drugs were originally derived from plant compounds. It isn’t uncommon for us to receive perplexed looks when we say that we are herb farmers. Once it’s established that, although we do grow cannabis, it’s not one of our primary crops, the questions begin: “What do you mean by ‘medicinal herbs’? Are they hard to grow? Which herbs grow here? Where do you sell them? Is it profitable? Can we visit your farm?” Even when the concept of herbs as medicine isn’t new, people are often surprised that these plants can be grown successfully on a commercial scale in places like Vermont, where the winters are long and cold and the growing season’s climate is variable. Growing local food makes sense, but growing local medicine can sound far-fetched.

In this chapter, we explain how it is not only possible to farm medicinal herbs in many different regions, but that there are in fact many compelling reasons to consider growing these incredible healing plants.

[image: ]
Figure  1.1. A field of plant medicine at Zack Woods Herb Farm.



Herbalism on the Rise

There are many reasons to consider growing medicinal herbs, but first we’ll tackle the one that addresses the question on most people’s minds: Can I make a living doing this? The answer is yes, owing in large part to a steady surge of interest in herbal medicine. Simply put, herbs are in high demand.

At the heart of herbalism is the philosophy of enhancing and supporting the body’s innate functions and capacity for wellness and healing. This contrasts with the modern, “silver bullet” approach to medicine that came to predominate during the eighteenth century’s technological revolution. In that framework, doctors use synthetic drugs primarily to alleviate symptoms of disease and injury, addressing the root causes secondarily, if at all. More and more people are realizing there are flaws in that approach and seeing the need for change. Fortunately, there is transformation afoot, due in large part to the hard work of the herbal community and the shared wisdom from our ancestors and indigenous communities who have always turned to plant medicine as their primary healing modality. While “silver bullet” methodologies still predominate in most hospitals and medical clinics, we are becoming increasingly empowered to take a more preventive approach to our own health care and to address the root cause of disease or injury rather than just treating symptoms.

[image: ]
Figure  1.2. Echinacea purpurea in full bloom at ZWHF. Photo courtesy of Kate Clearlight


Phytotherapies (plant-based therapies) have been instrumental in this “new” integrative approach to healing, a paradigm shift often referred to as “the herbal renaissance.” Thanks to the integration of old and new ways—the melding of indigenous wisdom and modern technological advances—herbal healing is becoming more effective than ever. We have an amazing and invaluable cache of information and resources that began long ago as spoken word from village healers, evolved through written texts, and has now entered the electronic data-sharing realm. Education has also played an essential role in this revival. Clinical herbalists are studying at accredited colleges, universities, and other educational organizations and bringing this ancient and newfound knowledge back to their families and communities. Physicians, veterinarians, and other health-care practitioners are recognizing the efficacy of botanicals and becoming far more open to integrating herbs into their treatment protocols. After all, almost 25 percent of modern pharmaceutical drugs are now or have been derived from plant compounds.[1]

[image: ]
Figure  1.3. Farm crew with baskets of calendula blossoms.


In 2020, American consumers spent $11.2 billion on herbal supplements, an increase of 17.3 percent from the previous year.[2] While demand for medicinal herbs in the United States continues to skyrocket, the ironic reality is that most of that demand is being met by herb growers outside of the United States. Between 2013 and 2017, the United States imported 47,226 metric tons of the raw botanicals valued at $294 million per year.[3] In 2020 and 2021, the United States exported 69.8 million metric tons of corn to 73 different countries.[4] If US farmers have surplus crops to export and there is a growing demand for herbs, the bulk of which have been imported for decades, why aren’t more farmers growing medicinal plants? Why do we instead produce record surpluses of low-value commodity crops such as corn and soy? The answer is complicated and nuanced and involves systemic dysfunctions in agricultural policymaking that far surpass any individual’s ability to overcome. However, it is important to realize that there is an incredible opportunity for domestic growers to capitalize on a demand for herbs that shows no sign of slowing. This is especially relevant in light of current dire shortages on the supply side exacerbated by the global COVID-19 pandemic and related supply chain challenges that are predicted to last long after the pandemic subsides.

The demand for herbal products is increasingly centered on product quality. Until recently, mass consumer focus has been primarily on therapeutic uses of medicinal herbs, often with little attention to where and how the plants used in those products originated. For example, many people purchase chamomile tea for relaxation, but they might not consider how it was grown, whether the people who harvested the blossoms were paid fairly, or whether the crop was fumigated or irradiated. Fortunately, the local food movement; increased use of organic and regenerative farming methods; and activism promoting consumer safety, human rights, and quality standards are helping to change all of this for the better. Organizations such as United Plant Savers have elevated awareness about the sustainability of native wild plant populations that are at risk of becoming extinct due in large part to overharvesting for the herb industry. Increasingly, individuals, herbal product manufacturers, and health practitioners are seeking and willing to pay a premium for high-quality, organically grown herbs. They are less inclined to settle for poor-quality or imported herbs that were grown in unnatural, unsustainable, or unethical ways, even when they may be less expensive.

This increased awareness and demand for the highest quality herbs won’t be satisfied by mass production on huge industrialized farms that prioritize quantity over quality. Instead, it will be met by farms that utilize thoughtful production methods to ensure that the highest levels of bioactive compounds are retained in the herbs they grow, harvest, and process. This model provides farmers with high-value, profitable enterprises and our communities with access to high-quality local medicine.

[image: ]
Figure  1.4. Freshly harvested milky oat heads.




Polyculture and Perennials

When wild plants grow naturally, unassisted by humans, they tend to thrive and fill the landscape with incredible diversity. In the high meadow on the hill above our farm—where cows grazed for years until the dairy farm shut down—the land is being reclaimed by pioneer species, the herbaceous plants and trees that are the first to occupy the niche left open by a disturbance to an ecosystem. The brambles were first, their tenacious thorns establishing a natural barbed-wire fence to protect the new residents of this piece of earth. Growing in and among these woody brambles are dozens of species of herbaceous perennial plants and fungi, some of which are popular and valuable medicinals. The trees are starting to stand up proud in the meadow, happily exploiting the niches between plants.

[image: ]
Figure  1.5. Calendula and anise hyssop companion-planted.


It is clear that the wind and rain, birds, deer, and other winged and four-legged creatures have done an impressive job “seeding” this meadow. White birch, pine, pin cherry, quaking aspen trees, and other newcomers are establishing the foundation for what will eventually become an early successional forest. When these shorter-lived trees die off and their decaying bodies contribute to the humus layer, the hardwoods, such as sugar maple, American beech, and yellow birch, will dominate and hopefully grow into a magnificent climax forest. Underneath all of this, a thin layer of fungally rich humus is forming, building the topsoil that is starting to regain the delicate biological balance it had before it was disturbed by years of overgrazing and playing host to a thriving community of fungi, bacteria, protozoa, and invertebrates that nourish the plants and trees growing here.

The plants and other organisms in this natural ecosystem thrive without (and often in spite of) human assistance or interference because they all contribute to one another’s success. The key to this success is diversity, and the more we as growers emulate nature’s blueprint in this way, the healthier our constructed systems will tend to be. Companion planting is one way in which we attempt to mimic nature’s model. This is the practice of planting different species together that can benefit each other by attracting beneficial insects, shading neighbors, providing nourishment through nitrogen fixation, or a myriad of other benefits. Diversity is one of the most important elements of a healthy ecosystem. At Zack Woods Herb Farm (ZWHF) we have grown more than fifty different species of medicinal herbs for commerce as well as dozens more for the simple fact that we love to grow interesting plants. Although we plant most of these species separately to ease in cultivation and harvest, there is still an incredible amount of diversity within small tracts of land. We plant fields with multiple rows of plants, and within these fields, when possible, we plant different species side by side to attempt to maintain the ecological balance and diversity that we found here on this land before we farmed it.

We use regenerative agricultural methods to establish long-term perennial plantings whenever possible. A vast majority of the medicinal herb species commonly grown and used today are perennials. This gives herb farmers a great benefit in comparison to many other commercial crop farmers, as vegetables and grains are most often annuals that need to be replanted each year. Here on our farm, we generally get three to five seasons or more of growth and harvest from herbaceous perennial crops before the plants’ vigor wanes, weed pressure builds, and the plants show us that they are getting tired. After we remove the old crops, we replace them with “green manures,” or cover crops usually consisting of a nitrogen-fixing legume combined with a biomass-producing annual. We also apply compost, mineral powders, and nutrients before planting and as needed afterward to feed our soil (see chapter 9 for more information about soil amendments). This semipermanent system reduces labor and material costs dramatically and allows the soil to maintain a healthy, static carbon balance. This is regenerative polyculture, not monoculture. We are simply attempting to imitate nature on a small scale and doing our best to maintain the balance of a healthy and diverse ecosystem while simultaneously maximizing profits.
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Figure  1.6. Diverse woodland beds of goldenseal, wild ginger, bloodroot, and mayapple at Zack Woods Herb Farm. Photo courtesy of Bethany Bond




Pest and Disease Resistance

If you ask most farmers to name the biggest challenges to growing their crops profitably, they are almost certain to list pest and disease issues. There are reasons these challenges are so common on farms and in gardens. Instead of hurling curses and chemicals at these culprits, perhaps we should step back and take a look in the proverbial mirror. Almost all species of food, fiber, and fuel plants that are grown and used today have been bred by humans over thousands of years to produce varieties with desirable traits and characteristics. Take modern-day cultivated carrots, for example. These tasty, nutritious root vegetables came to be in their current form through selective breeding processes that transformed the tiny root of Queen Anne’s lace (Daucus carota). Other species have been genetically modified through the addition of specific genes intended to improve the plant (a breeding method we and other organic growers do not support).

Plant breeding has certainly played an important role in developing plants to clothe, fuel, feed, and shelter us, but it has come at a cost. Whether it be through classical breeding or genetic modification, many of the plant varieties that have emerged from these processes suffer from weaknesses such as increased pest and disease susceptibility and possibly even declining nutritional value. A study published in the Journal of the American College of Nutrition in 2004, titled “Changes in USDA Food Composition Data for 43 Garden Crops, 1950 to 1999,” compared nutritional analyses of vegetables done in those years and concluded that protein, riboflavin, calcium, phosphorus, iron, and ascorbic acid content had dropped between 6 and 38 percent over the 49-year period. The study concluded that “any real declines are generally most easily explained by changes in cultivated varieties between 1950 and 1999, in which there may be trade-offs between yield and nutrient content.”[5]

While high pest and disease susceptibility are often the bane of the commodity and veggie farmer, they rarely challenge the medicinal herb farmer, especially those who employ polycultural growing methods. Over 90 percent of the plants commonly used for medicinal purposes are cultivated, domesticated versions of wild plants that have evolved for eons by way of natural selection. The domesticated versions are still relatively indistinguishable from their wild counterparts, although they’ve often been improved upon by anthropogenic selective breeding, also known as unnatural or artificial selection. As a result, the incidence of pest and disease problems is relatively low. These plants have evolved over tens of thousands of years to be naturally resistant to these challenges. In fact, many of the medicinals we grow, such as yarrow (Achillea millefolium), valerian (Valeriana officinalis), and angelica (Angelica officinalis), are known as “insectaries,” plants that attract beneficial predatory insects that parasitize and prey on harmful insects. Thus, they are incredibly effective at maintaining the balance between beneficial and injurious insects in our landscapes, farms, and gardens. For those looking to diversify their farm operations by adding medicinals, this quality is a bonus over and above the commercial potential of these plants.

We see very little disease or insect pressure on our farm; therefore, we don’t need to rely on pesticides or fungicides. These treatments can be costly not only to the farmer’s bottom line but also to the farmer’s and consumers’ health, as well as the health of beneficial pollinating and predatory insects and the surrounding environment. The reasons for lower insect and disease pressure on herb farms practicing polyculture are relatively simple: diversification, thoughtful planting of insectaries, and cultivation of wild plant species. This all adds up to a more profitable enterprise and allows us to focus on growing healthy plants while maintaining diversity in our landscape. It is a win-win situation for the humans, the soil, the plants, and the insects and other creatures that dwell on this land, in the air, and in the water.
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Figure  1.7. Angelica blossoms. This plant is an excellent insectary.




Lower Perishability

Perishability is another challenge that many farmers face. Whether it be milk, vegetables, fruit, meat, or even some grains, it is often a race against time to get the food into consumers’ kitchens before the bacteria and fungi come in and spoil the party.

A majority of the bulk medicinal herbs produced and utilized for the manufacture of herbal products and teas are dehydrated before sale. This process requires that the fresh herbs be brought to a drying facility shortly after harvest to have their moisture removed, then promptly processed and packaged. Once packaged, leaves and blossoms can be warehoused for a year or more as long as they are stored in the appropriate packaging in a cool, dry, dark environment. Root crops can generally be stored for much longer—three years or more for some. After this period, there is a gradual decline in quality, mainly due to oxidation. This lengthy shelf life gives the herb grower ample time to make the sale and deliver the product and helps extend inventories for year-round sales. It gives herbal product manufacturers time to make their products without having to refrigerate or freeze the bulk herbs while they’re in transit and storage. Another benefit to dehydration is the weight in water that is removed from the plants, which saves shipping costs and helps prevent sore backs.
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Figure  1.8. Dried herbs ready for shipment.




Medicinals as Adjunct Crops

While there are many farms around the world specializing solely in medicinal herb production, there are plenty of others that choose to grow a few species of medicinals as adjunct crops in existing agricultural enterprises. Growing these crops shouldn’t require a major retooling for most established farms, since many of the agricultural methods and equipment used are transferrable. For example, most equipment for planting, cultivating, and harvesting medicinal plants is similar to what we see used on commercial vegetable, berry, and grain farms. The one major capital investment beginning herb farmers will need to consider is the purchase or construction of herb dehydration equipment, as we outline in chapter 14.

Here in Vermont, there are vegetable, berry, and dairy farmers growing valuable medicinal crops such as elderberries and cannabis. Maple sugar producers are planting ginseng and goldenseal in their sugarbushes, woodlot owners are producing medicinal mushrooms and other woodland medicinals, and backyard “cottage growers” are producing a myriad of medicinals for their own herbal pantries and home apothecaries. While many people consider herbs such as thyme, rosemary, cilantro, sage, and garlic as culinary items, these plants are also medicinal, and chefs from specialty restaurants are increasingly seeking local sources of these and other interesting plants for their culinary creations. The craft beer and spirits market has opened opportunities for growers to produce and sell aromatic crops such as hops, wormwood, and anise hyssop that are used as both flavoring agents and medicinals.

Another option for farmers to consider is producing value-added products. Items such as elderberry syrup, herbal teas, herbal extracts, and herbal skin care products produced on-farm are becoming increasingly popular as components of CSA (community-supported agriculture) shares, as are live potted medicinal plants for spring plant sales. There is also high demand in the aromatherapy and skin care markets for essential oils distilled from aromatic crops such as lavender, rose blossoms, chamomile, and many other plants. Medicinals should be high on the list of options for anyone looking to diversify their operation.




From Dairy to Herbs

Perhaps you already own or have use of an existing farm or farming infrastructure and want to diversify your offerings. That is a great way to start. Our friends and mentors, Andrea and Matthias Reisen of Healing Spirits Herb Farm in Avoca, New York, started out dairy farming, then realized there was more and easier money to be made than what they were getting milking cows. They sold their cows and used the proceeds to retrofit their barns and equipment to produce medicinals. They had no experience growing medicinals, but like us, they had a passion. Once they realized they could make a living doing what they loved, they never looked back. They are in their late seventies now and still happily and profitably farming herbs. They say it was the best move they ever made. They started out small the first year, using a push lawn mower and walk-behind rototiller to establish planting beds on approximately 1 acre, and evolved little by little, wisely utilizing their 30 acre farm.








CHAPTER 2

Getting Started




So, you’ve decided that you want to be a medicinal herb farmer, or at least incorporate some of these plants into your existing farm. Where do you go from here? In this chapter we look at the big questions you’ll need to consider right up front and the steps you can take to bring your herb farm to life. Every farm looks different—everyone starts with a different vision, different financial resources, different geographical realities, and different preferences. Tailoring your farm to your own personal set of variables is part of what makes herb farming so rewarding.


Establishing a Vision and a Mission

To get a good harvest, you need good seeds. The first seeds you should plant aren’t the herbs themselves, however, but rather a clear vision and mission statement for your farm. These are the intentions you put out to the universe and your community; they will become your road map and serve as a guiding light when times get rough. Ultimately, your vision and mission will turn into what you manifest, what you harvest. It is well worth the effort to spend time (alone or with your farming partners) crafting these statements.

So, what is the difference between a vision and a mission? A vision is your optimal goal or reason for existence as a business. A mission is how you plan to realize that vision. From the beginning, we were very clear about our vision for ZWHF. It was, and remains,


To be good stewards of the land, to protect the medicinal plants that we cherish and the water and soil that nourishes them, and to produce the highest-quality botanicals for our local community and beyond.



It was extremely important to both of us that stewardship and plant conservation be coupled with the production of medicinal crops. One without the other would not work. Neither of us would be comfortable growing crops, no matter how profitable the operation, in a way that hurts the Earth and her inhabitants. Visioning with your farming partners, if you have any, is critical; it will uncover not only shared beliefs, strengths, and strategies, but also potential challenges that need to be addressed.

Your mission should flesh out the key approaches you will use to run your farm and fulfill your vision. It’s how you “walk your talk,” how you see yourself reaching your goals. For example: Do you want to farm alone or collaborate? Are you focused on any specific principles or farming philosophies? Which medicinal crops do you see yourself specializing in? Do you want to focus on one type of market, need, or niche? You simply can’t do everything, and if you jump from one thing to the next haphazardly, you could dilute your effectiveness. It’s the mission that helps to crystallize your action steps, prioritized around your vision. The mission we developed for ZWHF is twofold:


(1) Use organic, regenerative, and ethical farming practices to produce the highest-quality live, fresh, and dried medicinal herbs; and (2) work in collaboration with other herbalists, farmers, and researchers to develop and share knowledge about the cultivation and preservation of medicinal plants.
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Figure  2.1. A glorious field of Echinacea purpurea at ZWHF.


The other sections in this chapter will help guide you through some important questions to ask as you formulate your vision and mission. Later, as you consider taking on new ventures, you can filter your decisions through the lens of your vision and mission. If a new endeavor will advance them, then it’s worth consideration. If it won’t, then you should probably let it go. For example, in 2016 Melanie and I received an offer for a contract to produce several tons of dried marshmallow (Althaea officinalis) leaf. The buyer was dodgy when we inquired what the leaf would be used for, so we did some background checking and learned that the company he represented was spraying synthetic THC (marijuana’s psychoactive compound) on the marshmallow leaf and selling it as a “marijuana substitute.” That was an easy no for us, because the company’s dealings in sketchy synthetic plant compounds were clearly not aligned with our vision and mission.

We recommend keeping your vision and mission statements, once they are established, prominently visible in your work space and on marketing and promotional forums. Not only does this keep what is important at the forefront of all you do, it helps your community get to know you as more than a name. Your vision and mission will help distinguish your business from others and provide people with a better understanding of what you do and why you do it.



Size and Scale

Some of the first and most important considerations when starting a medicinal herb farm or incorporating herbs into an existing agricultural enterprise are how much land to buy, borrow, or lease; how much acreage to plant; and what scale you envision for the longer term. Although there is no one-size-fits-all answer to these questions, there are many factors to consider when deciding on size and scale. Bigger is not always better in farming. Sure, some statistics demonstrate that large corporate farms are, on average, more profitable than small farms, but that profitability often comes at a higher cost to the environment, the smaller businesses around them, and sometimes even the health of consumers.


Small, Medium, or Large?

While there are no standards (that we know of) that define small, medium, and large herb farms, here are some basic reference points that we and others in our industry commonly use.


	Small herb farms are under 50 acres.

	Medium herb farms are between 50 and 200 acres.

	Large herb farms are over 200 acres.




The industrialized agriculture model is set up to produce enormous volumes of low-cost goods and generally prioritizes profitability over the quality of the end product. Economies of scale favor this mass production model because operating costs can be spread out across enormous volumes, thereby decreasing the cost to produce each unit. Large farms can also benefit from agricultural subsidies, greater access to capital, and mass distribution channels. Industrialized agriculture has taken the notion of farming as a noble pursuit with a positive impact on the landscape and local economies and turned it upside down to shake profits from it at any cost. Instead of working in harmony with the Earth and her inhabitants and increasing diversity and beauty in the landscape, factory farms tend to work counter to natural processes. By monocropping huge tracts of land, depleting valuable topsoils, releasing toxic chemicals, utilizing questionable labor practices, and producing cheap, low-quality products, these operations represent a more sinister side of farming.

Small to mid-sized farms, on the other hand, succeed by focusing on quality and value rather than volume, and are often more profitable when analyzed on a per-acre basis because of their ability to diversify and maximize the potential of every inch of ground. They have many advantages over large farms in the marketplace: They can capitalize on higher-quality products; develop specialty or niche markets; and build and maintain solid, long-lasting relationships with customers. Small-farm owners tend to operate our businesses as an integral part of the natural environment we inhabit by working with, rather than against, natural processes. We also tend to measure profitability in terms of quality of life and contributions to the greater good rather than in dollars and cents alone. As Vandana Shiva wrote in Earth Democracy: “Living economies are based on working for sustenance. They put human beings and nature at the center. In living economies, economics and ecology are not in conflict, they are mutually supportive.”[1]

To be clear, there are medium and large farms that produce high-quality herbs using thoughtful practices to minimize their impact on the environment and treat their employees well. Big can certainly be done well. However, if you choose to go big right out of the starting gate, you’d better have deep pockets or be willing to take on significant risk.

If you are unsure of what scale to start out at or what scale you eventually hope to attain, then a key concept to keep in mind is scalability. We recommend starting out on the smaller side with regard to land, infrastructure, and equipment, but leaving room for expansion where practical in your planning and developmental process. For example, you might decide to purchase or lease 20 acres. Start out by planting 1 to 3 acres of crops while you develop skills and establish markets, but plant the remainder of the land with cover crops to start building the soils and managing weed pressure. That extra land will then be better prepared for use if and when you expand your acreage. (For a more in-depth discussion of scalability regarding facilities layout and design, see chapter 5.)

Once you have secured markets for your product (see chapter 3 for more information about wholesale versus retail markets), you’ll want to consider growing more than you think you will need, because the odds aren’t often in your favor when it comes to gambling on yield projections. You may as well throw much of what you have heard or read about potential crop yields into the compost pile until you start gathering your own data points, because there are many variables in the mix, including climatic conditions, fertility, maturation times of perennial crops, and other potentially complicating factors.

The answer to the question “How big should my medicinal farm be?” will begin to emerge when you consider whether you want to farm full time or part time, what your primary market(s) will be, what access you have to start-up capital, how much you want to manage (in terms of crops, land, employees, equipment, bookkeeping), how much risk you are willing to take on, and so forth. Sorting out all of these considerations without having experienced the actual management realities can be daunting, so again, we advise that new farmers consider starting out small with future potential for expansion. If some of this sounds overwhelming, trust that this is a normal response, but please don’t let it deter you if you really feel drawn to this work. As with almost any new business venture, there is a period of time (generally three to five years) during which you should expect to spend more than you earn. Take solace in the fact that if you work hard to establish a quality product and a good reputation, in due time you should be justly rewarded for your patience and efforts.

When we bought our farm in 1999, we originally planned to limit the scale of our operation to our own 10 acres. We were unsure whether we could fulfill our goal of earning 100 percent of our income on the farm and also take much of the winter off to rest, ski, and travel.

That was twenty-four years ago, and a lot has changed since then. We now lease additional land from neighbors, and while we do get some down time in the winter, farm work is never-ending. We remain busy during the off-season selling and shipping herbs, repairing and upgrading equipment and infrastructure, securing sales contracts, and preparing for the upcoming seasons.

Luckily, we both had off-farm jobs during our first five years of farming, so we weren’t solely dependent on farm income for survival. We weren’t making a profit farming yet in those formative years, but at the same time, one of our biggest challenges early on was producing enough herbs to keep up with the demand for our products—a challenge we still face after twenty-four years in business. However, we gradually realized that we had something special going, and that if we worked hard enough and smart enough, we could make a go at farming full time. The impetus that kept us farming in spite of the early challenges was primarily the positive feedback we received from our customers, combined with our intense desire and commitment to see our dreams through to fruition. People who were used to buying low-quality, often imported herbs were excited to be able to purchase high-quality certified-organic herbs that were grown, tended, and harvested by hand on a local farm where they could actually meet the farmers.

In year five, we finally started to see some return on our investment and realized a small profit. That was the year I stopped working off the farm and became a full-time herb farmer. Melanie continued her work as a middle school teacher, then principal, before leaving public education to become a full-time farmer in 2013.

We realized our dream of becoming full-time herb farmers by starting out small and expanding gradually. We decided early on to avoid taking on excessive debt to expand our business rapidly. Instead, we invested profits back into the business while slowly making capital improvements within our means. Starting out small worked well for us and does for many others, too, but some farmers certainly have success starting out on a larger scale and entering the profession at full speed. For those who are less risk-averse or have easy access to land or capital and want to dive right into the deep end, go for it, but watch your head!

[image: ]
Figure  2.2. Lily harvesting peppermint for distilling hydrosol.




Choosing Herbs

We entered our first growing season at ZWHF in a purely experimental manner, with 1 acre in production. Melanie and I had a fairly good sense of which herb species were in demand from our previous experience as the owners of Sage Mountain Herb Products, but when we sat down and made a list of the herbs we knew we could sell, we felt a bit overwhelmed. There were over 100 species on our “good sales potential” list. The thought of growing and managing that many species, especially during our first year, seemed like a stretch, so we began paring the list down. The first species we eliminated were perennial herbs considered questionable for northern Vermont’s short growing season and cold winter temperatures (USDA hardiness zone 4b). We also removed herbs that we deemed risky because they required more than three years of tending before a first harvest (Astragalus membranaceus, for example). A few species, such as American ginseng, were not only risky to grow but also required more than five years to mature, along with highly specific growing conditions. We scratched these off the initial list, to be added back in subsequent years. After careful thought and deliberation, we finally settled on a list of sixty species that we would attempt to propagate, grow, process, and market. We decided to plant all sixty species in single rows of various lengths on 1 acre of ground.

In hindsight, we should have pared down that list even further for the first year. While some species germinated and grew well, even in soils that were marginally fertile at the time, we dedicated so much time and effort just to get others to survive—and some did not. That took valuable time away from tending to the plants that had good potential. We were inexperienced on many levels, but we learned a lot of valuable lessons.

Our first rays of hope that year came when the Calendula officinalis started to bloom profusely. We were so excited to fill our baskets with the bright orange blossoms. It wasn’t until we weighed the dried blossoms that one of the hard realities of herb production came to light. Plants, like people, are mostly water in terms of weight. When you remove that water, you’re typically left with about 20 to 30 percent of the plant’s fresh weight. What seemed like a bounty to us at first glance turned out to be a bit meager after processing. A common refrain during the early years was, “I guess we have to plant a lot more next year.”

(See chapter 3 for more information on choosing herbs to grow based on marketability, and see chapter 4 for social, ecological, and geographical considerations for choosing herbs.)




Leasing versus Purchasing Land

Let’s face it: Buying enough land to make a go at commercial farming can be a major investment, and there are roadblocks that can limit people of various socioeconomic backgrounds from accessing real-estate or business loans and other opportunities that many people take for granted. Even the process of searching for and finding the right piece of property on which to start a farm can be extremely challenging. I can’t begin to count the number of times I’ve heard prospective farmers say, “I would love to own my own farm, but I just can’t afford to buy land.” Gone are the days when old farms with quaint farmhouses, big barns, and overgrown pastures sold for bargain-basement prices. Yes, relatively affordable raw land can still be found, especially in rural areas, but in general you get what you pay for. Here in Vermont, you can find medium to large tracts of wooded, hilly, ledgy, or swampy land with no buildings for under $2,000 an acre, but land with good agricultural potential is usually much more expensive. Wooded land can be cleared, but clearing it well enough to plant field crops can be prohibitively expensive and damaging to fragile soils and ecosystems. One big benefit to wooded land is that you can grow agroforestry crops in that setting (see “Woodland Medicinals,” for more information). Swampy land can be drained, but often at exorbitant costs and with a potentially negative impact on local and downstream ecology. Hilly land can be farmed, but not easily; it is prone to soil erosion unless it is well terraced, which is difficult to do. Ledgy, stony, or sandy land usually doesn’t offer enough good soil to grow crops and can be hard on plants, equipment, and personnel.

While owning land can be incredibly rewarding (most of the time), there are options for those who can’t afford to purchase land or don’t want to be tied up with mortgage payments. We purchased our farm by taking out a mortgage with a local lender, but some of the land we farm we lease from our neighbors at a very low cost. Leasing land is a viable option and can allow you to either make the leap to owning your own farm business while saving up to purchase farmland later down the road or continue to lease without ever purchasing land. Many landowners with level, cleared, tillable land would choose to have a farmer use their fields for agriculture at low or no cost to the farmer rather than pay to keep it mowed or tended.

A typical arrangement for agricultural land leases in rural areas doesn’t usually involve much money, if any; rather, the landowner usually offers use of the land in exchange for the farmer’s keeping it well maintained and open. When farmers use good soil-building and conservation practices, the landowner benefits from improved soil quality. In Vermont and in many other states, there are tax incentives for landowners to keep their land undeveloped. To take advantage of these programs, often the land must be in “current use,” or managed under an agricultural, timber management, or agroforestry plan established with help from a qualified consultant. This can be a good incentive for landowners to lease their land to farmers. As with any financial agreement, it is best to have a clearly written contract or memorandum of understanding detailing the lease arrangement.

We currently own 10.5 acres of land, and centrally located within this tract of cropland and woodland are our home, irrigation pond, and various farm buildings (which we discuss in chapter 6). In addition to the acres we own, we also lease an additional 10 acres from our neighbors. Out of these 20 acres that we either own or lease, our total cropland production has varied in size from 1 acre to as many as 15 acres, not including cover crops or wild-harvested crops.

The primary reason we lease more land than we need to plant our crops is that we rotate crops to different locations from season to season depending on plant and soil needs (see “Crop Rotations”). We also harvest various species growing wild in different areas of these biologically diverse tracts of land—a practice known as wildcrafting. We feel it is important to have an extra cushion of opportunity in case we decide to expand our scale slightly. While the 10 acres of land we have planted from year to year, on average, is primarily utilized for row-cropping herbs, the remainder is either fallow with natural sod cover or planted with soil-building cover crops in preparation for future plantings.
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Figure  2.3. A bird’s-eye view of newly planted tulsi.




Voices from the Field

Cee Stanley of Green Heffa Farms: Reclaiming Land

Originally from Alabama’s Black Belt, Clarenda “Farmer Cee” Stanley leads business and cultivation operations for Green Heffa Farms, a nearly 15-acre medicinal plant and herb farm in Liberty, North Carolina. Adhering to best practices in organic and regenerative farming, Farmer Cee honors her family’s traditional and ancestral farming heritage. Raised on her grandparents’ farm where they grew produce and raised livestock, Farmer Cee initially had no plans to follow in her family’s agrarian footsteps. However, after building an award-winning career as a nonprofit fund-raising and marketing expert, she started Green Heffa Farms in 2018 to provide a Black farmer–grown herbal tea line. Today, Green Heffa Farms is the country’s first Black-owned farm to attain B Corp certification, and Farmer Cee has become a trusted voice in issues affecting smallholder farmers, especially those who have faced systemic oppression. She is a strong advocate for greater inclusion of Black farmers in the supply chain and the organic marketplace.

Cee writes:

I grew up surrounded by Black farmers, gardeners, and growers. I later came to appreciate the experience for the gift it turned out to be, but during those years, I was highly discouraged from following in my family’s agrarian footsteps. The goal was to acquire a postsecondary career, join the military, or get a “good job” at the local paper mill. But by no means was I ever encouraged to become a farmer.

I spent a large part of my childhood living with my maternal grandparents after my parents’ divorce, eventually living with them full time while my mother lived a “holla” away. Home was the small unincorporated town of Annie Manie, Alabama, located in Wilcox County. In an article titled “Benign Neglect in Wilcox County, Alabama,” Darrell Prescott writes, “I am in Wilcox County, which borders on the better-known Lowndes County, which Stokely Carmichael wrote about in Black Power. There are about 18,000 people in the county—15,000 blacks and 3,000 whites—but the whites still own and run everything. The economy is almost totally agricultural; cotton, soybeans, corn, greens, and cucumbers are grown. Many blacks are sharecroppers living on $300 to $400 a year.”

This piece was written in 1970. By the late ’80s and early ’90s, when I was growing up, not much had changed with regard to the glaring economic disparities. As a matter of fact, the school system was completely segregated when I graduated in 1993. White students attended the private schools, and the public schools were for the Blacks and occasional Brown faces. I am pretty sure it remains that way today. Systemic racism is baked into the soil. Continued efforts to rob Black landowners of their land have been relentless and successful; pervasive oppression has thwarted most economic development. Who wants to build a business in such dire conditions?

Yet, there is a resilience in Wilcox County, a persistent pride. My home county is cloaked not only in a rich Black history, but a rich Black farming history.

My maternal grandparents were agriculturalists who together amassed 100 acres, as they believed in the value of land and its role in creating generational wealth. My grandfather was the farmer in the relationship; my grandmother was a talented gardener and grower. Growing beautiful plants was her solace, and she passed that love on to her children. She was also adamant about providing her children with career choices beyond farming, which was fortunate for me, because my mother met my father when she attended Warren Wilson College in North Carolina. Is it a coincidence that I eventually ended up living in North Carolina and starting Green Heffa Farms? Some may think so, but I know better.

I often think about what my grandparents went through to acquire their 100 acres, and the fact that the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) lists the average-sized farm to be 441 acres. I grew up in the pre-Pigford era, when Black farmers were experiencing particularly egregious racial discrimination in the allocation of USDA farm loans and assistance. The Pigford case is reportedly the largest civil rights settlement to date. Of course, it was not without mishaps, as delay tactics and other deviant measures were used to thwart many farmers from compensation. Black farmers continue to fight for owed compensation from the US government today.

According to data from the latest USDA census, in 2017 the United States had 48,697 producers who identified as Black, either alone or in combination with another race. They accounted for 1.4 percent of the country’s 3.4 million producers, and they lived and farmed primarily in southeastern and mid-Atlantic states. Black producers were older and more likely to have served or to be serving in the military than US producers overall. Their farms were smaller, and the value of their agricultural sales was less than 1 percent of the US total. Furthermore, there were only 13,002 farms that were at least 51 percent Black-woman led. The data certainly aren’t encouraging, especially if you are a single Black woman farmer who decided to build a medicinal herb farm from scratch in the South in your early forties. Good thing I am not easily dissuaded by a challenge.



Many of the conversations about organic farming and regenerative agriculture are incomplete. Rarely do they include discussion and acknowledgment of the degenerative, morally deficient, and spiritually raggedy practices that resulted in mass damage to the land and necessitated repairs. Our colonially inspired, white-dominant society has continued to award greed through capitalism and legislation. Agriculture is not exempt and was one of the pioneer industries used to oppress, suppress, and depress systemically excluded populations.

I see a lot of potential in Wilcox County, which will always be home to me, as much as I love North Carolina, my second home. It is my intention to establish the second Green Heffa Farms location in Wilcox County, on land that I inherited from my mother, who has joined the ancestors. She received land from her parents, and she increased her holdings to ensure that each of her children also inherited. I will do the same. However, I also hope to impart more of a feeling of oneness to the land. I want to encourage my children and grandchildren to focus on the biodiversity contained within the soil, the connectivity to the wind and sun, the beauty of all living creatures contained within. It is something I feel many Black farmers have been robbed of as they have been forced to focus on generational wealth and provisioning—on sheer survival.




Evaluating Land

I still vividly remember the week that Melanie and I first moved onto our new farm, in the
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