Washington Post

May 6, 2004

VEGGIES TO THE PEOPLE 

It's all about the soil, too, at 285-acre Clagett Farm in Upper Marlboro. Located within earshot of the Beltway and owned by the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, a not-for-profit conservation group, Clagett grows some 45 different kinds of vegetables on about 20 acres, using organic methods. 

"We use a lot of cover crops, and we keep a healthy soil," says Clagett's vegetable production manager, Carrie Vaughn. "In terms of pest control, we try to keep a really diverse ecosystem on the farm. There are so many different kinds of vegetables we grow, and there are wooded areas, and we have pastures full of clover that keep the groundhogs and the deer out of our vegetables." 

As a result, she says, "it is difficult for one pest to take over the way it would in a monoculture." 

Because the farm is owned by the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, Vaughn adds, "there is a lot of emphasis on our relationship to the rivers here and the Chesapeake Bay, and how the things we do on the land affect the water and the bay and the things that live in the bay." 

Clagett grows everything from spring greens and strawberries to summer favorites sweet corn and tomatoes to autumn's pumpkins, butternut squash and sweet potatoes. But Clagett is not a standard pick-your-own farm. Rather, it is a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) farm with a you-pick option. 

In a CSA, customers purchase a "share" of the year's planned crops for a set price in the spring. "We use that money to pay for labor, seeds, supply and things like that," Vaughn explains. Once harvesting begins, "every week each member gets their share of what we have harvested." Share owners also can come to the farm, head out into the fields and fill up on the week's selection of you-pick items. 

"We make a list each week of what is available -- it's anything that we have an overabundance of that week -- and you can go out and pick as many as you like from that list," Vaughn says. 

If you don't want to purchase a season's share, though, you can earn a week's worth simply by giving four hours of labor at the farm on a Tuesday, Friday or Saturday morning. When you've earned your work-share, you can join the other CSA members in the week's you-pick harvest. 

One more thing that makes Clagett Farm's CSA -- called From the Ground Up -- worth supporting: Each week, half the farm's harvest is made available, through a variety of means, to low-income families in the Washington area, who otherwise would have little or no access to fresh produce. 

If it isn't always easy growing green, Vaughn considers herself amply rewarded for her labors. "You have to work really hard, but you see exactly what your work has created," she says. "I see every day how the things I do are affecting the fields." 

