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From the Field: It Has Come to This/ Kathy Huckins

Tomatoes are one of the most anticipated and valued crops of any summer season, so it is with deep regret that | in-
form you of our failed crop. Our farm is not alone in this loss; almost every other organic farm in the Northeast has
the same story.

We are losing our tomatoes to late blight. Earlier this summer tomato transplants sold at Lowes, Walmart, Home De-
pot, Kmart and Sears carried the spores of Phytophthora infestans (literally : ‘ TR - Gy
"plant destroyer” in Latin) into the Northeast, where the cool, wet summer pro- Fen - %
vided ideal conditions for an epidemic. Phytophthora infestans , commonly
known as late blight, is an incredibly contagious plant disease which can destroy "%
entire fields of tomatoes and potatoes in a matter of days. It was the cause of the
Irish Potato Famine of the nineteenth century.

Occasionally we have gotten this fungus disease towards the end of the season,
but it has never affected our production. Our cold winters prevent any spores
from wintering over. In the south, where late blight can survive winter, the heat
of the summer holds the blight in check; it hates the sun and dry conditions. What happened this year is that the dis-
ease overwintered in an Alabama nursery, which then shipped infected plants to the cool and wet Northeast. Home
gardeners planted their purchases not knowing they were infected. They didn't know that the wind was capable

of spreading the spores of late blight for miles. That the entire tomato crop of a farm could be destroyed.

We were warned of this possibility by the extension service and told that the only choice available to organic farm-
erswas to spray with a copper fungicide. It's effectivenessis limited and the warning labels made it clear to me that
we would not use it. If it did hold back the blight, we would have to wash the copper off every tomato, and pick-your-
own would be out of the question. We chose not to expose our workers, sharers, cropspr soil to this fungicide.

Our plants were hit just as they were beginning to produce the fruit we so cherish. | think back to January when | was
choosing tomato varieties for this season, the seedingof them all in the greenhouse in March and transplanting them
into cells in April. In early May when the plants
were hardening off, we made the bedswhich had
been composted last fall, laid down drip-tape,

Head lettuce, carrots, beets, mini onions, cucumbers, zucchini, yel- | covered them with biodegradable black plastic

low squash and pattypans, some hot and sweet peppers, eggplant, = and cut and dug holes every 18 inches. Some of

fennel, maybe corn, not sure yet. you remember helping with the planting 6 over
1200 plantsd first putting in extra compost to

PYO: Braising greens of collards, chard and kale; Culinary and tea | give them a good start, and then tucking soil

herbs, green and purple snap beans, edible flowers and a bouquet of

flowers, the last of blueberries and raspberries. (Continued on page 2)

ON THE STAND FOR August 4th and 7th (Dependent
on Mother Nature):



From the Field (continued)

around them. Later we pounded in
over 400 stakes and trellised them
all at least three times. They are a
labor intensive crop. They were
healthy and thriving until this week.
It is shocking to see them now.

Our potatoes have the late blight
also. We have been
mowing down the
potato foliage this
week and will harvest [g&
them as soon as we
can get to it. Because &
their season is cut
short, the harvest will
be much smaller and
they might not store
well. But we will get a crop.
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We are shocked and saddened by
this turn of events with our toma-
toes and potatoes. It has never hap-
pened to us before. This experi-
enceshows usin a glaring way how
we are affected by choices we per-
sonally did not make and do not
believe in. We are all connected,
part of a whole. What we choose
affects others, always. All of you
have chosen to be members of our
farm, to eat nutritious, fresh foods,

July 31, 2009

produced nearby. By joining
Stearns Farm you have decided to
support local agriculture, to take
the abundance with the losses, so
we can all live a healthy life in har-
mony with nature. | do not take that
support lightly. We at Stearns feel it
every day as we go about the busi-
1 ness of growing
4 good food.

But there are
still lots of ter-
rific crops
growing well
for us. In the
midst of all

this, we har-
vested more garlic than we ever
have before, a little over a ton of it.
After setting aside seed garlic for
next year's crop and some for the
winter share, there will be a gener-
ous share of garlic for everyone this
season. In addition, the root

crops appreciate this weather so our
carrots, beets, scallions,parsnips,
onions, leeksand turnips are doing
well. Our first corn is looking
strong. Our peppers and egg-

plant are starting to fill in, espe-

cially as they begin to see a little
sun. Our leaf crops arehappy with
the moisture. Our blueberries have
beena real treat.

We farmers, ever hopeful, will keep
going. In the next few weeks we
will be planting additional fall
crops to help fill in for the lost to-
matoes. Our Spring was a strong
start and hopefully our Fall will be
a strong finish. The weather we
cannot predict, but our commit-
ment to growing great food you
can count on.

Weeds, Weeds Everywhere

The wet conditions have made it
impossible to get into the fields
to cultivate our crops in a timely
manner. Because of this we have
at least a dozenor two beds that
need hand weedingright now
Please consider comingnow to
put in your work hours. Showing
up in October will be helpful, but
if you come now you will be a
SAVIOR.
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