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Vermont Farm Women
(Silver Print Press, 2002)

and that women are now actively engaged in the production of fresh, local food
and in the re-integration of the ecological, social, and spiritual dimensions
of food and farming back into our collective bodies and lives.
– Laura DeLind, Michigan State University

“

The way we feed our country is on the cusp of change. As we awaken to the fact
that sustainable harvests are born of nurtured landscapes, we are also seeing a new
breed of farmer step up to the plow, and she is breathing life into the agriculture
industry. Tip your hats as I introduce you to Farmer Jane, the female face of
farming. She may be a market grower, a cattlewoman, or the creative force behind
your local CSA (Community Supported Agriculture, where members purchase a
weekly “share” of the harvest from a local farmer). Whatever her calling, she is
doing things her way, and food production will never be the same.

Massachusetts farmer Jess Powers

Nearly 15 percent of American farms are now run by women, according to the
last Census of Agriculture in 2007—a radical rise from five percent in 1978—
and countless more are co-run by women (the Ag Census only allows for one
person to be named as operator of a farm). Between 1997 and 2007, the
number of male farm operators actually fell by five percent, meaning that

a wOman Now mAnaGes One Out of eVery sEven fArms.

It’s plain to see that women are retracing their roots to a farming lifestyle, but their
goals may surprise you. The female farmer isn’t out to conquer big machinery, big
land, or big subsidies. She’s a giver. She offers her heart, sweat, and tears to the
earth so that she can coax forth gifts to be shared among friends and neighbors.
She wants to nourish her own community.

Montana farmers
Margaret De Bona & Tracy Potter-Fins

Washington
rancher
Catlin Dix

Unlike the land barons of old, Farmer Jane’s instinct for hands-on harvest attracts
her to small-scale operations that allow her to pluck pests from her organic
potatoes or nuzzle a lamb in need. “Women aren’t getting into farming to run
quarter-million-dollar combines; they’re out there raising food,” confirms Leigh
Adcock, the director of the Women Food and Agriculture Network (www.wfan.org),
a national group supporting women farmers and sustainable farming.
Recognizing women as a driving force behind a farming revolution, the U.S.
Department of Agriculture has established the Women Outreach Program under
the Farm Service Agency (search for “women” at www.fsa.usda.gov). The program
provides education, technical assistance, and networking for women.
With opportunity abounding, Farmer Jane is finding her stride as she plows the
path to a new generation of food and farming.
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Get Your Farmer Jane On!

rebuild aa farm
rebuild
farm
Now knee-deep in love with farming,
it was only natural for Tracy to dig her
heels into the fertile soil of western
Montana and establish County Rail
Farm (countyrailfarm.com) with her
partner, Margaret De Bona.
“Farming allows me to be all kinds of
things: grower, carpenter, mechanic,
biologist, artist, marketer, accountant,
student, and teacher,” Tracy says. “To
farm, one must have practical skills
as well as smarts. Running a small
farm is stimulating, challenging, and
rewarding, and I can’t imagine a better
fit for me.”

“I burned out on academia, and my
solution was to get out and work with
my hands,” Tracy confesses. “Despite
my rural upbringing in Moscow, Idaho, I
wasn’t passionate about agriculture, but
working outside and spending time with
down-to-earth locals sounded pretty
darn good.”
With the help of WWOOF (World Wide
Opportunities on Organic Farms), Tracy
jumped at the opportunity to travel
around Europe, volunteering on organic
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farms. “This was the seed that grew
into my passion for local agriculture.
By the time I got back to the States,
I wanted more. I took tutorials and
independent studies about organic
farming and animal husbandry and
got a job with a CSA [Community
Supported Agriculture, where members
purchase a weekly “share” of the
harvest from a local farmer].”

County Rail Farm offers produce
through an 18-week CSA, the local
farmers’ market, and the Western
Montana Growers Coop. Tracy is proud
to mention that the CSA also has a
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Tracy Potter-Fins (above, right) is a
Jane of all trades. She has been around
the block, around the world, around the
farm. Daughter of a software-developerturned-counselor and a professor, Tracy
has dabbled in a variety of occupations
(including an academic, an emergency
medical technician, and a baker), but in
the end, these jobs bored her.

Tracy and Margaret count themselves
incredibly lucky. “We lease our house,
the land we grow on, our equipment,
and multiple structures on the farm.
This property has been farmed
sustainably since the early ’80s,
and we are honored to continue that
tradition. We met Steve, our landowner,
through a friend, and he was gracious
enough to open his farm to us. We
had the opportunity to farm profitably
in our first couple years (unheard of!).
Our situation is a dream for young and
beginning farmers.”
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SNAP share program, in which low-income
families and individuals can pay for their
shares with food stamps. The farm also
discounts these shares to keep them as
accessible as possible.

Find a CSA near you:
www.localharvest.org
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“Margaret and I are pretty good about
splitting up labor and taking turns being
overly passionate about certain crops.
She’s the pepper queen; I do the greens
seeding. Margaret organizes what we plant
for market; I deal with the livestock (daily
chores, milking, and butchering, when the
time comes). We work together, but also
have our own realms of control on the
farm.”
For these farmgirls, County Rail is as much
a lifestyle as it is a job. “Margaret and I
work hard, but we also know the value
of rest, good food, and great company.
Few occupations accommodate the sweet
rhythm of farm life: sweat in the summer
and rejuvenation in the winter. The
growing season comes with sore muscles,
tired knees, and a wonderful sense of
sustainability and productivity. The cold
months allow us to nurse our injuries and
repair the breaks in our system, to reflect
on last year and plan for the next. The
cycle of farming is one to relish.”
While Tracy and Margaret are the pillars
of County Rail, the farm has been a
community effort from the get-go. “We
host friends, family, and WWOOFers that
help us with everything from building
to milking to harvest. We also have a
work-share program through our CSA that
encourages members to work for a part of
their share cost. Our member community
and visiting friends have been an incredible
resource, and we look forward to their
continued company and enthusiasm.”
Subscriptions: 800-476-4611 | Products: www.MaryJanesFarm.org 888-750-6004

Apr–May 2013 | Mother Lode | MaryJanesFarm 67

