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When they bought a home tucked 
into the back of a residential sub-
division about five miles outside of 
historic Hillsborough, NC, Audrey 
Lin and Debbie Donnald never 
imagined that full-time farming 
would be in their future. Audrey 
and Debbie moved to their 10-
acre property in 2005 to be closer 
to Debbie’s family. Establishing a 
garden was a high priority for the 
avid organic gardeners, but after 
Audrey lost her job in 2009, they 
ramped up production, invested 
in additional infrastructure, and 
launched Two Chicks Farm. They 
both showed me around their pic-
turesque farm when I visited in the 
cooler days of December. 

Year-round Bounty
Transitioning their enterprise 
from hobby garden to a farm-and-
food business has been a gradual 
process. The first steps involved 
clearing dead trees and prepping 
the land to plant crops. Some areas of 
the wooded property have drainage 
problems, so Audrey and Debbie have 
been strategic about the placement 
of their growing plots. With 5 acres 
surrounded by deer fencing, 1.5 acres 
are currently in vegetable production. 
Audrey built the first hoop house on 
the land in 2010, but they soon realized 
that the 20’ x 48’ single-layer plastic 
structure was too limiting. After modify-
ing the original hoop house and adding 
two additional ones, Two Chicks Farm 
now boasts three 20’ x 96’ hoop houses 
with double-layer plastic and forced air 
to further raise the temperature inside 
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during winter, allowing them to grow 
crops year-round. 

Every plant on Two Chicks Farm is 
started from seed using soil blocks. 
Transplants then take root in one of 
the three hoop houses or two uncov-
ered plots. The trio of hoop houses 
are the secret to Two Chicks Farm’s 
year-round growing success, allow-
ing them to grow early tomatoes, 
cucumbers, peppers, as well as beets 
and carrots for early spring. During 

Farmers, imagine your child or 
neighbor comes home from school 
one day and asks, “Why can’t we have 
your fresh, local produce in our school 
cafeteria?” You’re thinking: “A new 
market for my products!” And, “Bo-
nus—maybe if kids know where and 
how their food was grown and got 
to meet the farmer who grew it, they 
would be excited to eat more fruits 
and veggies.” So, you call the school 
and they are interested, but they 
need supporting documentation to 
verify the safety of your product. And 
they need it in the form of a third-par-
ty audit. Don’t be discouraged, here’s 
how to get started.

Common Sense Practices
The frameworks used to ensure pro-
duce safety are the Good Agricultural 
Practices (GAPs) and Best Handling 
Practices (BHPs). The purpose of these 
practices is to help reduce the risks of 
microbial contamination of fruits and 
vegetables from your farm. Although 
they might sound complicated, these 
practices are meant to provide guid-
ance from seed to market. Wholesale 
buyers who are looking to source 
local produce often require them, and 
many of these best practices not only 
satisfy GAP certification, but serve as 
common sense protection for your 
business.

Fresh fruits and vegetables are one 
of the most significant sources of 
foodborne illness today. There have 
been over 600 outbreaks related to 
produce in North America since 1990. 
Although very healthy, fresh produce 

     Carol ina Farm Stewardship Associat ion 

steWardship neWs
The Tool Shed: 

Debbie and Audrey showing off their vibrant 
Swiss chard in one of their hoophouses.

Photo courtesy of Lydia Johnson

 In this Issue:

by Ben Chapman & Audrey Kreske, NCSU



2 The Stewardship News  Winter 2013

Carolina agriculture, and his farm, Ayrshire Farm, was 
the first in the Carolinas to achieve organic certification. 
He was one of the first small farmers to crack open 
the restaurant market, getting his beautiful herbs and 
vegetables into the kitchens of the first wave of nouveau 
Southern cuisine restaurants that were emerging in the 
area.

Bill’s death puts in stark relief the reality that sustainable 
agriculture’s vanguard generation is beginning to pass 
on. In the last several years we’ve said goodbye to other 
pioneers—people like Ginny Tate of Goat Lady Dairy 
and Betty Vollmer of Vollmer Farm. We who believe 
in a better food and farming future have benefited so 
much from the trailblazing course that these farmers 
set themselves upon. Local and organic were not in 
demand when they started, and government agencies 
and universities were openly scornful of the notion that 
we might want to farm without chemicals or eat natural 
food, especially in the South.

Farming is never easy, and that goes for today’s sustain-
able farmers, too. But that first generation’s accomplish-
ments are all the more incredible because they were 
ahead of the curve. Indeed, they bent the curve, and led 
the rest of us toward a more hopeful ideal.

That achievement sets a standard for the current gener-
ation of sustainable farmers and conscientious consum-
ers. We have a responsibility to carry forward the vision 
of our movement’s founders, to challenge contemporary 
society to make even greater changes in the way we 
grow and eat food. We need more leaders like 
Bill willing to stand up and call others to action; 
more farmers and community members leading 
by example and action to promote agriculture 
that is good for farmers, good for communities, 
and good for our planet.  We can honor Bill’s 
legacy by committing ourselves to be more vocal 
in support of sustainable agriculture, in the new 
year and beyond.

Sincerely,

Remembering a Pioneer
As I was preparing to write this column, we received 
word that Bill Dow had died. Bill was a friend to me and 
my family, to the Chatham County community where he 
lived, and to small farmers throughout the Piedmont. He 
was a man of purpose and integrity, and all of us who 
are part of the sustainable agriculture movement in the 
Carolinas today are standing on his shoulders.

Bill was a true Southern gentleman, and yet put himself 
on the cutting edge of the changes in South since the 
1960’s. His first career was as an idealistic physician, 
establishing health clinics in Appalachia where poverty 
and poor health were rampant. And it was as a physi-
cian that he began to understand the power of healthy 
eating to improve rural people’s lives, and the havoc 
that conventional, chemical agriculture wreaks on our 
bodies and our landscape. Eventually he decided he 
could have a greater impact through agriculture. He 
believed passionately in local, organic food and farming, 
which practically did not exist in the late 1970’s when 
he moved to Chatham County.

Bill spent several years establishing farmers markets 
across the Southeast in an effort to improve economic 
vitality and public health. The pinnacle of that work was 
the foundation in 1978 of the Carrboro Farmers Market, 
which today remains a cutting-edge model for vibrant, 
community-oriented farmers’ markets. The hundreds 
of thousands of people over the last 35 years who have 
profited from the opportunity to buy healthy, local food 
at that market owe thanks to him.

Bill was a founding member of CFSA, when we were 
setting out to establish official organic standards for 
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Newsletter Information
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Advertising Rates 
Contact Amy at amy@carolinafarmstewards.org

Connect with CFSA 
Become a fan on our Facebook page (facebook.com/caro-
linafarmstewards), follow us on Twitter @carolinafarms, or 
check out our blog at carolinafarmstewardsblog.org Beloved farmer and friend, Bill Dow 
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AssociationNews
Don’t Miss the 4th Annual Organic 
Commodities & Livestock 
Conference

February 14 On-Farm Workshops
February 15 Nash Community 
College in Rocky Mount, NC

If you are interested in the Carolinas’ 
rapidly growing organic agriculture 
sector, there is no better place to con-
nect with commercial-scale organic 
producers and organic commodity 
and livestock experts than the Annual 
Organic Commodities & Livestock 
Conference. It is a not-to-be-missed 
opportunity to network with and 
learn from experienced organic farm-
ers.

Come hear this year’s keynote speaker, 
Thor Oeschner, owner of Oeschner 
Farms in Newfield, NY. He will enlight-
en, energize and surely make us laugh 
as he shares his story about running 
his 600 acre farm, a mill, and a bakery. 

Don’t miss our February 14th on-farm 
workshops at Lindale Dairy, a certified 
organic dairy in Snow Camp, NC and 
at Hocutt Farms, a certified organic 
vegetable farm in Sims, NC. Our Feb-
ruary 15th workshops will cover topics 
in organic grain varieties, organic 
tobacco production, holistic vet care, 
soil fertility, and organic disease man-
agement.

Sponsored by CFSA, NCSU and Organic Valley.

> Online registration is open until February 4! 
For more information or to register online, go to 
carolinafarmstewards.org/oclc. For more infor-
mation, contact Karen McSwain at karen@caroli
nafarmstewards.org.

Spring Farm Tours Galore
CFSA is excited that this spring, for 
the first time, we will be hosting three 
farm tours in the Carolinas! Farm tours 
have been a great way to build the 
food movement by creating consumer 
awareness of local farms and sustain-
able farming practices and we are 
excited to be doing more!

The newest event is a South Carolina 
Midlands Farm Tour on April 6-7. A 
big thanks to Whole Foods Market for 
its support of the start-up and market-
ing of the tour. We also want to thank 
City Roots Farm for their assistance 
and continued support. Columbia-
based farm enthusiast, Dan Tye, is our 
tour organizer. 

>For more information, you can reach Dan at 
dan@carolinafarmstewards.org.

Next up in the spring is the Piedmont 
Farm Tour on April 27-28, one of the 
largest sustainable farm tours in the 
country. Featuring approximately 40 
farms, folks come from far and wide 
for this premier event with an amaz-
ing array of farms to see. We thank 
Weaver Street Market for their amaz-
ing co-sponsorship of the tour. 

> For more information, contact Fred Broadwell 
at fred@carolinafarmstewards.org.

The third spring tour is the Upstate 
Farm Tour in the Greenville-Spar-
tanburg area on June 1-2. This tour 
showcases the impressive and grow-
ing group of sustainable farms in the 
Upstate region. Again, a big thanks 
to Whole Foods Market as the major 
sponsor and a promoter of this tour. 

> For more information, contact Diana 
Vossbrinck at diana@carolinafarmstewards.org.

- continued on page 11 -

We hope to see lots of you on these 
spring tours. And don’t forget that we 
need lots of on-farm volunteers—it’s 
a great way to support sustainable 
farming firsthand!

Another Incredible Sustainable 
Agriculture Conference
It was wonderful to see so many CFSA 
friends at the annual conference in 
Greenville, SC in late October. We 

Save the 
Dates!
Organic Commodities & 
Livestock Conference
Feb. 14-15

Midlands Farm Tour
April 6-7

Piedmont Farm Tour
April 27-28

Upstate Farm Tour
June 1-2

28th Annual Sustainable 
Agriculture Conference 
November 15-17
in Durham, NC

Farmer Ken Dawson’s Maple Spring 
Gardens was a popular spot on the 

2012 Piedmont Farm Tour.
Photo courtesy of Grace Kanoy
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What recipe or brand do you use for 
your seed-starting soil mix? 

WILLIAM: In our small greenhouse 
we use mostly soil blocks to start our 
transplants, but we also use regular 
72-cell flats for crops with a faster 
turnaround time. For both methods 
we use McEnroe Premium potting 
mix. 

FARRELL: We use a Sunshine organic 
potting mix.

What cool season vegetable variet-
ies do you have the most success 
growing?

WILLIAM: We grow piles of kale and 
head lettuce in the spring and fall. We 
also like Swiss chard, but this was not 
a good year for us. We cover lettuce 
with row cover to extend their season 
to about Thanksgiving. We leave kale 
uncovered and harvest marketable 
leaves well into the winter as well as 

first thing in the spring.

FARRELL: So far, we’ve had 
the most success grow-
ing carrots, beets, turnips, 
broccoli, kale and a variety 
of Asian greens—bok choi, 
tatsoi or mizuna.

Do you have any tips for 
keeping livestock healthy 
and content during the 
winter?

BILL & NANCY: We try to have 
green forage for our cattle to 
graze 12 months a year. We 
feed minimal hay during the winter. 
Between August 15 and September 
1, we select a pasture. If it has been 
grazed, we let it rest, and if it has not 
been grazed satisfactorily, we bush 
hog the field. We then let the pas-
ture rest until late December or early 
January, which is when we begin strip 
grazing. We try to have enough green 
forage to last until spring. After the 

first frost, the chemistry 
of fescue grass changes 
some and it becomes 
more carbohydrate 
dense. This allows us to 
develop a better finish 
on our steers. Eating 
green forage develops 
a healthier cow and 
healthier meat for the 
consumer.

What strategies can 
you share for winter 
planning for next sea-
son on the farm?

WILLIAM: We use winter 
planning time to review 
our previous year’s goals 
and how the season 
measured up. We make 
sure we are still having 
fun and are working 
toward our long-term 
goals. We have lots of 
numbers to sift through, 
such as harvest records 

Ask the experts 
This season, CFSA asks about planting mixes, cool season 

varieties, managing livestock during winter, and crop planning. 

OUR EXPERT FARMERS:

Bill & Nancy Walker 
Walker Century Farms
Anderson, SC

William Lyons 
Bluebird Farm
Morganton, NC

Farrell Moose 
Dutch Buffalo Farm
Pittsboro, NC

and market sales, to try to make our 
discussion more concrete. Be sure 
to do this because it’s amazing what 
we learn from our own records every 
year. 

FARRELL: If you keep good records of 
your farm purchases, for tax purposes 
for instance, the dead of winter is a 
good time to go through the receipts 
and see which investments in seed, 
fertilizer or equipment really panned 
out the way you hoped. For me, the 
seed lists and costs when broken 
down in such a way can help me to 
plan for planting the coming year. It 
is also a good time to take stock of 
how successful your markets are and 
whether you need to rethink your 
sales approach.

Corn | PuraMaize | Sunflowers | Sudangrass | Soybeans | Alfalfa 

• Blocks GMO contamination 
• Developed through selective breeding
• Tested next to GMO corn
• Competitive yields

Organic crops start with the seed.
P l a n T  O r G a n i C .  Fa r M  B e T T e r .

For more information on PuraMaize:
www.blueriverorgseed.com
800.370.7979

PuraMaize 
the best non-GMO 
insurance policy!

NEW
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This Walker Century Farms Devon heifer 
weighed 650 lbs by mid-March with 

minimal hay. 
Photo courtesy of walkercenturyfarms.org
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CFSA is thrilled to expand our programming 
and staff support for farmers as part of our 
flagship Organic Carolinas Initiative (OCI). 
With dedicated support from our new Farm 
Services Team, CFSA has set an ambitious 
agenda for 2013.

Enterprise Budgets
“If you can’t pencil a profit, you aren’t 
likely to grow one.” There are few 
enterprise budgets available for or-
ganic crops, but the information they 
provide can help determine whether 
a crop will be profitable. CFSA will 
develop enterprise budgets for high-
demand organic commodities to give 
farmers financial guidance on setting 
up organic operations.
> Contact Karen McSwain at 
karen@carolinafarmstewards.org

Direct Consulting Services
Difficulty navigating the National Or-
ganic Program’s certification process 
prevents interest and growth in the 
organic production sector. We will of-
fer direct consulting services to both 
conventional growers transitioning 
to certified organic production and 
to beginning farmers interested in 
certification.
> Contact Eric Soderholm 
at eric@carolinafarmstewards.org

Organic Transition Handbook
In 2012, we conducted extensive 
research—online and in-person with 
farmers, certifying agents and organic 
inspectors—to identify challenges 
that organic operations face in North 
and South Carolina. As a result, we 
developed the Organic Transition 
Handbook for Produce Farmers, a free 
download on our website, which ad-
dresses common pitfalls and provides 
time-saving resources.
> Contact Eric Soderholm 
at eric@carolinafarmstewards.org

Record-keeping Software Review 
and Templates
The National Organic Program’s 
record-keeping requirements are 
often cited as a barrier to certifica-
tion. We will review commercially 
available record-keeping software to 

assist our members in choosing 
the right program for them. We 
will also provide downloadable 
record-keeping templates on our 
website to help you track your 
operation. 
> Contact Karen McSwain at 
karen@carolinafarmstewards.org

Development of Local, Organic 
Inputs
Agriculturalists have consistently 
identified the limited supply of 
agricultural inputs for organic crop 
and livestock production as one of 
the most significant obstacles to 
increasing organic production in the 
Carolinas. We will assess the organic 
input supply chain and develop local, 
cost-effective sources of agricultural 
supplies for organic farmers.
> Contact Karen McSwain at 
karen@carolinafarmstewards.org

Technical Support for Conservation 
Activity Planning
The Natural Resource Conservation 
Service (NRCS) cost shares the de-
velopment of Conservation Activity 
Plans Supporting Organic Transition, 
which document decisions made by 
producers who agree to implement 
conservation practices while transi-
tioning from conventional to organic 
production. It is also a useful tool in 
completing an Organic System Plan, 
part of the application process for 
certified production. Plans must be 
written by a Technical Service Provid-
er (TSP), which CFSA now has on-staff. 
We will also continue to work with 
organic and transitioning producers 
utilizing the NRCS EQIP-OI program.  
> Contact Keith Baldwin at 
keith@carolinafarmstewards.org

Support for Organic Grain Growers
Consumer demand for local bread 
wheat led to the creation of the 
Organic Bread Flour Project, which 
launched in 2009 and established 
a model approach for processing 
regional, organic grains. A flour-mill-
ing operation, Carolina Ground, L3C, 
connects Carolina grain growers with 
bakers. To support Carolina grain 

growers we will conduct an inventory 
of Southeast-adapted grain (wheat, 
corn, soybeans) and cover crop seed 
varieties suitable for organic produc-
tion. We will also develop a regional 
strategy to increase supplies of 
Southeast-adapted grain and cover 
crop seed varieties, and coordinate 
implementation.
> Contact Jennifer Lapidus at 
jennifer@carolinafarmstewards.org

Food Safety Audit Workshops
In 2012, CFSA worked with 12 NC 
farms to develop a manual to help 
small, diversified farms pass a USDA 
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) 
audit. We will take this knowledge on 
the road and offer Food Safety Audit 
workshops for farmers across the 
Carolinas.
> Contact Karen McSwain at 
karen@carolinafarmstewards.org

We hope that you will plan to make use of these 
exciting new services and programs. Please 
contact the Farm Services Team with any ques-
tions. 

Farm Services Team Offers New Programs for Farmers
by Karen McSwain, 
CFSA’s Farm Services Director

CFSA’s Farm Services Team

Karen McSwain
Farm Services Director

Keith Baldwin
Farm Services Coordinator

Eric Soderholm 
Organic Transition Coordinator

Jennifer Lapidus 
Infrastructure Research Coordinator

Let’s double the size of the organic sector in the Carolinas by 2020!
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The Accident of Soil Culturing
We made a chance discovery around 
the farm about 5 years ago when we 
accidently left open a 50 lb. bag of 
alfalfa pellets under the roof over-
hang of the barn. That night the rain 
dripped down into the bag and in the 
morning there was steam rising up 
from some extremely fragrant alfalfa. 
We shoveled the hot, soggy bag into 
a tub and later dumped it out into the 
closest row crop as a mulch. When 
harvest time came around, we ob-
served that the part of the bed where 
we put the hot pellets was more 
vigorous than the rest of the row.

Prior to this, we had been using alfalfa 
meal as a fertilizer by walking down 
the row and pouring dry pellets out 
of the bag onto the raised bed. It is 
well-known that alfalfa has many 
beneficial farming compounds in it, 
including nitrogen. We would often 
try to gain this important nutrient 
requirement using alfalfa. Since it is 
less than 3% nitrogen, we needed a 
lot at a huge expense and it became 
impractical.

Our Farm as a Laboratory
The next season, we started making 
controlled alfalfa-water batches. We 
soon learned that it worked better if 
we first tossed in a handful of rich dirt. 
After a couple of hours in the insulat-
ed container, a strong smell similiar to 
older lawn clippings wafted through 
the air. It had a fruity or nutty smell in 
the early stage of decomposition be-
cause aerobic microbes were break-
ing down the fresh food source. The 
mix heated up to 105-110 F degrees 
and needed to be stirred occasionally 
with a shovel. About 48 hours into our 
experiment, we had to dump out the 
batch because the smell was becom-
ing unbearable. We stopped earlier in 
the next batch, aiming for the fruity 
smell, and then continued perfecting 
the recipe for the next 5 years. We call 
the final product “meso,” short for me-
sophyllic. It means “middle-tempera-
ture microbes.” The gut of an animal 
has a similar process, which explains 
why manure makes such good fertil-
izer and has a rich smell.

We then made another discovery. Af-
ter the sun had been shining for a few 

hours and had warmed up the soil, 
we poured the steaming “meso” onto 
the raised beds and quickly scratch-
tilled it in. An amazing and powerful 
smell started rising up out of the soil 
as the fungi, yeast and bacterium 
went to work on the organic crop 
residue. The experiments have paid 
off for us in increased crop yields and 
now we do not plant anything before 
adding the “meso” first to the soil. 
Other than crop residue and a little 
Chilean Nitrate in the irrigation drip 
lines later in the season, the “meso” 
has become our source of ntirogen. 

Fertility is All About Microbes
The whole experience has led to 
two theories about organic farm-
ing. The first is that nitrogen is not 
simply a crop requirement, but is 
more a symptom of microbial activ-
ity. The pounds of nitrogen required 
for any planting should actually read, 
“pounds of good-smelling microbes.” 
This answers the age-old paradox 
of why compost makes for healthy 
plants but is comparably lower in 
terms of nitrogen.

The second theory is that the added 
water multiplies not only the amount 
of fertilizer, but also the effect of the 

How to Make High-Yielding Organic Fertilizer at Home
working microbes. This is because the 
water becomes incorporated within 
the microbial bodies! The amount 
of decayed product in the batch of 
alfalfa mix or soil can be measured 
by the strength of its smell. The more 
pleasant and powerful the smell, the 
better it will work as fertilizer because 
the microbes will work with the plant 
roots to uptake nutrients through the 
available water.

If you’re not entirely convinced yet, 
follow my recipe and see how it works 
for your garden or farming operation.

1. Divide a 50 lb. bag of dry alfalfa 
pellets into 2 equal plastic containers. 
(Do not use pellets with beef tallow or 
soy oil as a binder. Only use 100% de-
hydrated pellets.) Place that container 
into another for insulation. 
2. Throw one handful of rich dirt or 
compost high in organic matter into 
each container. 
3. Pour 4 1/2 gallons of hot water into 
each and swirl the pellets around with 
a shovel until the water is absorbed 
evenly and the batch is of uniform 
texture. 
4. Cut some cardboard to fit and place 
down on the mixture. Cover with 
both lids and put as much insulation 
as possible on top, such as old blan-
kets. Cover with a tarp to act as a final 
insulator and to keep the rain off.
5. As it begins to decay, it tends to 
cake up. Stir it about 4-6 hours in and 
then once again at around 24 hours. 
The timing may change depending 
on the outside temperatures, but 
the batch should be ready in 36-40 
hours. If the decaying material smells 
unpleasant, there is probably either 
too much moisture or low oxygen 
content. This will make for poor-per-
forming fertilizer.
6. Depending on the crop, we usually 
apply one 50 lb. bag of pellets—now 
weighing 122 lbs. with the water 
added—per 500 sq. ft. of raised 
bed. 

Kevin Meehan has been farming for 
many years in the village of Saxapa-
haw, NC.

by Kevin Meehan, Turtle Run Farm

Turtle Run Farm’s huge sweet potato using 
Kevin’s own “meso” recipe.
Photo courtesy of Kevin Meehan
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Cultivating mushrooms is easier than 
you think. Soon it will be thought 
of as planting seeds like tomatoes, 
peas, and other vegetables. Instead 
of planting in soil you are just plant-
ing in other organic vegetable or tree 
debris such as hardwood chips, dried 
vegetable waste, or any other type of 
dried shrub, vine, or field crop. So why 
are you waiting when mushrooms are 
full of protein, vitamin D, selenium, 
and many other wonderful nutritional 
and immune stimulating properties? 
Every homeowner, small grower and 
business generates plenty of debris 
that is suitable for mushroom produc-
tion.

The Basics About Planting and 
Fruiting Mushrooms
Mushrooms are much different than 
plants—they lack chlorophyll but syn-
thesize light and divide in masses of 
cells called “mycelium.” This network 
of cells is much like a bread starter 
culture, either purchased or created 
in a lab as spawn. It is then used to 
“inoculate,” or reseed, into the next 
batch of organic matter with enough 
nutrition to support the mycelium.

For a while, providing enough nutri-
tion to the mycelium is like feeding 
a pet to keep it alive. Your role is to 
give them enough food, fattening 
them up by feeding them on organic 
matter. But then, you actually have 
to starve them because mushrooms 
only fruit when they run out of a 
food source. It is as if you are charg-
ing a biological battery and then 
flipping a switch by starving them. 
This triggers what is called a fruiting 
cycle or a “flush,” which is a repetitive 
production cycle of mushrooms. That 
is exactly what it will be for a while 
as the mycelium consume organic 
matter. It is predictable—if you plant 
a few mushrooms every week, you are 
guaranteed mushrooms every week.

So you may be asking yourself, ”How 
can I get started with no experience?” 
Have no fear! Follow my foolproof 
wood chip cultivation techniques that 
will help you cultivate mushrooms in 
your backyard.

Wood Chip Cultivation
Winter is the perfect season to begin 

mushroom inoculation. Wood 
chips and dried plant debris are 
everywhere, so the idea of using 
so much for ornamental purpos-
es or temporary weed suppres-
sion is not taking full advantage 
of the material and the collabo-
ration between fungi and bacte-
ria. Understand that the woody 
debris can be colonized to 
produce a layer of rich, organic 
material and ultimately worm 
castings. I would encourage 
planting mushrooms between 
vegetable rows or around fruit 
trees in your garden.

First, we need to get the myceli-
um to feed on what it wants the 
most—wood chips, which can 
be acquired at a local sawmill or 
from an arborist. Each mushroom is 
different, so before starting a project 
ask your spawn supplier what medi-
um is suitable for the wood type, such 
as hardwoods or conifer. For example, 
fresh hardwood wood chips are gen-
erally recommended for King Stro-
pharia (Stropharia rugoso-annulata). 
The wood and debris also have to be 
fresh—meaning within a few weeks 
of having been cut—since other fungi 
are competing for the prime real 
estate of organic matter. Now follow 
these simple steps:

1. Lay down a layer of cardboard and 
wet thoroughly.

2. Sprinkle spawn sparingly over the 
surface of the cardboard and add 
a layer of wet chips to a depth of 
3 inches. Then mix spawn into the 
chips sparingly, enough so you can at 
least see some every inch or so. Mix-
ing more than this is a waste of the 
spawn.

3. Repeat with another layer of wet 
cardboard, spawn, and chips with 
spawn. Repeat until your bed is at 
least 8-10 inches deep.

4. Cover with a thin layer of leaves or 
straw. Water generously every week 
to establish the mycelium. Check 
once a week for a few weeks to make 
sure the mycelium is spreading by 
digging down in a few spots and 

Backyard Adventures in Mycelium
by Tradd Cotter, Mushroom Mountain

then patching it back. If you notice 
good growth, leave it alone and water 
once a week until fruiting occurs 
4-6 months later, generally during 
the summer to late fall. Cover with 
chicken wire if you have chickens or 
wild turkeys because they will destroy 
your bed.

The Harvest
Fresh mushrooms can be stored for 
weeks if picked when they are not so 
wet and placed in a container that 
breathes in the refrigerator. If they dry 
out a little, adding water to rehydrate 
them while cooking is easy enough. If 
you are not using the mushrooms for 
awhile, place them in a dehydrator or 
sun dry them and store in a tight jar 
or bag and they will last for years! 

Tradd Cotter is the founder of Mush-
room Mountain and has been studying 
mushroom cultivation for nearly 20 
years.

> Learn more from Tradd’s forthcoming book, 
“Organic Mushroom Cultivation and Mycored-
mediation for Everyone,” available from Chelsea 
Green Publishing in early 2013. 

> For mushroom spawn or workshop offerings, 
visit mushroommountain.com.

King Stropharia fruting in wood chips on 
Tradd’s Mushroom Mountain farm.

Photo courtesy of Tradd Cotter
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Our fabulous Sustainable Agriculture Conference Food Coordinator, Kris Reid, shares a 
quick, scrumptous and healthy recipe for an underused food item

Local Flavors

Every Sustainable Agriculture 
Conference that I have had the 
pleasure of coordinating always 
brings with it a few challenges. 
These are more often-than-not 
outweighed by the extraordinary 
relationships with people and lo-
cal products I gain. This year, I was 
excited to have the opportunity 
work with wheat middlings or 
“midds,” a nutritious by-product of 
wheat milling, provided by Caro-
lina Ground. They cook up beauti-
fully as a savory polenta or sweet 
hot cereal. 

For the conference, we paired 
them with Sea Island Peas as a 
vegetarian dish, but they are the 
quick, perfect winter compliment 
to cooked greens and local pork, 
chicken or my personal favorite—
short ribs and A-1 Gravy!

* Pittsboro & tri city area, Nc
country Farm & home Supply

Melinda Fitzgerald - 919-542-3353

* charlotte, Nc Metro area - Windcrest Farm 
Mary & ray roberts - 704-764-7746

* Midlands, Sc - aiken Organics @ timshel
Gardens - Naomi Frost-hewitt - 803-634-0879

* N. Western Piedmont, Winston-Salem to
Statesville, Nc - Woodcreek Farm & Supply

Bud & donna Sechrist - 276-755-4902

* hurdle Mills, Nc - hurdle Mills Feed & Seed 
Michael dixon 800-752-5017

* West Jefferson and Boone, Nc
Parsons Farms & Supply 

Joey Parsons - 336-246-4359

* Mountain city, tN
tamara McNaughton - 423-727-2791

For the asheville and surrounding areas we
are organizing loads to different locations

several times a year. We are working to find
people to help organize these orders and find
locations that can better server your area. if

you have any ideas or want to help, contact us
at 800-540-9181 and ask for ron or dane.

426 Jerry Ln 
check, va 24072

540-651-3228
800-540-9181

call or email for a 2013 catalog

www.7springsfarm.com

WE havE dEaLErS SErviNG thE FOLLOWiNG LOcatiONS: 
NOrth & SOuth carOLiNa & tENNESSEE

Largest selection of Organic Farming & Gardening Supplies
on the east coast. Nationwide shipping. Est. 1990

w Organic fertilizers w Pest controls w Growing mixes w Row covers
w OG cover crop seed w Deer fencing & Bird netting w Animal supplements

CFSA ad 01 2013 3.5x4.5_CFSA ad 01_2009 3.5x4.5  1/2/13  10:28 AM  Page 1

Creamy Wheat Middlings
(serves 4)

2 cups homemade vegetable stock

¾  cup wheat “midds”

½ cup local whole cow’s milk

1 tbsp local salted butter

½ cup shredded Ashe County Sharp Cheddar

2 tsp salt

Preparation
• Bring 2 cups of stock to a simmer 
in a stock pot. 

• Slowly whisk in the wheat midds. 
Turn down the heat and continue 
to whisk, allowing all the liquid to 
be absorbed for 3-5 minutes. 

• Add milk and if you desire, you 
can thin the midds with more 
stock or add midds to thicken at 
this point. 

• Once the consistency is what you 
would like it to be, stir in cheese 
and salt. Serve immediately. Yum.

> For purchase information about Carolina 
Ground products, go to ncobfp.blogspot.com. 
Or contact jennifer@carolinafarmstewards.
org.

If you can’t tell, the food was a big hit 
at the Sustainable Ag. Conference this 

year!  This is the local charcuterie table 
at the Meet and Eat reception. 

Photo courtesy of Grace Kanoy
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Two Chicks Farm...(continued from cover)

the summer, they use shade cloth to 
protect the arugula, lettuce and gin-
ger growing inside the hoop houses. 
Through the cool season, crops like 
Swiss chard, carrots, beets, parsley, 
hakurei turnips, baby greens, radishes 
and even potatoes flourish. 

This season, Debbie and Audrey have 
one new field in production and they 
plan to continue increasing the vari-
ety of crops grown on the farm. The 
original garden plot hosted rows of 
kale, beets, carrots, daikon radishes, 
cabbage and garlic. Much of the plot 
was also planted with winter cover 
crops such as crimson clover, hairy 
vetch, winter rye and winter peas. In 
the second field where production 
began this year, cabbage, beets, and 
four rows of their market sensation 
Brussels sprouts were going strong. 
Remnants of the summer’s pepper 
crops are still visible on the new field 
but only a barren patch remained 
where the sweet potatoes once grew. 

Moment of Conversion
While living in Austin, Texas, Audrey 
and Debbie claim they were “con-
verted” to organics in the midst of 
constant conversations about the 
hazardous environmental impacts of 
conventional farming methods. This 
convinced them to abandon the syn-
thetic pesticides and fertilizers they 
had been using in their garden. Once 
they stopped, these future organic 
farmers witnessed a dramatic return 
of creatures in and around the gar-
den, birds circling overhead, worms 
and grubs happily revived and the 
soil improved dramatically through 
the use of compost. They call it their 
“Aha!” moment. Since then, they 
haven’t looked back. Commenting 
on their farming philosophy, Debbie 
explained, “We try to do everything 
we can to make this better than when 
we got here.” 

You can sense this mindfulness all 
around the farm. Keeping a damper 
on pests and disease is a labor-in-
tensive process at Two Chicks Farm, 
involving a combination of creative 
problem solving and dogged persis-
tence. In the enclosed space of the 
hoop houses where birds cannot 
prey upon pests, Audrey and Debbie 
release ladybugs to control the aphid 
population. Other tactics include 

foliar feeding with seaweed and fish 
emulsion, crop rotation and hand-
killing insects. Succession planting 
helps quell the threat of disease in 
the cucumber crop and no squash 
or melons are grown on the farm in 
order to prevent squash bugs from 
transferring to other plants. Even 
constant attention won’t always do 
the trick; this year a massive invasion 
of armyworms took out an entire row 
of beets. Aiming not to harm benefi-
cials like bees and praying mantises, 
they use insecticidal soap and Bacillus 
thuringiensis (Bt) as sparingly as pos-
sible.

In addition to the hoop houses, 
Debbie credits soil amendments for 
their robust, year-round bounty. She 
and Audrey put in alfalfa meal, kelp, 
compost, and leaves to stimulate 
microbial activity in the soil. They con-
sciously decided against using any 
manure for fertilizer due to concern 
about increasing zinc levels in the 
soil and instead use only plant-based 
fertilizers on the farm.

Fermented Foods Too
Two Chicks Farm provide a steady 
and varied flow of produce for shop-
pers at the South Durham, Eno River 
and Western Wake Farmers’ Markets. 

However, they are probably best 
known for their preserved vegetables 
on sale at the markets, as well as 
through local retail outlets like Bull 
Street Gourmet & Market in Durham 
and The Depot in Hillsborough. In ad-
dition to an assortment of pickles and 
several varieties of pepper jelly, they 
prepare lacto-fermented products 
such as sauerkraut, cortido, kimchi, 
sauerruben and seasonal specialties 
like carrot pickles, sour beets or gin-
ger carrots. Audrey’s passion for lacto-
fermentation grew through a course 
with the acclaimed Wild Fermentation 
author Sandor Katz. Preserving food 
that might otherwise be turned down 
by market customers is part of Two 
Chicks Farm’s creative farm-and-food 
business plan. She summed it up, 
saying, “Either it’s gonna go in a jar or 
we’re gonna sell it.” 

Lydia Johnson, a CFSA intern, is work-
ing on a Master’s degree at the UNC 
School of Social Work. 

> Check out Two Chicks Farms’ lacto-fermented 
products at twochicksfarm.com.

One of the many gigantic cabbages that Audrey and Debbie use for their 
fermented products, including sauerkraut.

Photo courtesy of Lydia Johnson
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possesses high risk of contamination 
because it’s fresh: Since they are often 
eaten raw, anything that comes into 
contact with fresh fruits and veg-
etables is a possible source of con-
tamination. What’s more challenging 
is that outbreak data suggests many 
of these risks must be controlled 
before a consumer, restaurant or 
retail store gets the product. Even the 
most diligent washing of produce will 
accomplish very little; in some cases, 
pathogens are still present.

Contamination Risks
Many risk factors for contamination 
are found on the farm. These include 
contamination from water sources, 
animals, soil amendments and 
people. Understanding the microbial 
quality of the water used for irriga-
tion, fertigation, and washing pro-
duce is important. Buyers are increas-
ingly concerned about all of these 
crop inputs. For example, well water 
should be sampled for E. coli annu-
ally at a minimum and surface water 
should be tested three times annu-
ally. Testing municipal water is not 
necessary as records can be obtained 
through local authorities. 

Domestic and wildlife animals can 
also carry pathogens in their feces, so 
reducing this risk of contamination 
is also important. While removing all 
animals from production settings isn’t 
realistic, buyers are looking for farm-
ers to employ best practices to keep 
wild and domestic animals out of 
active crop production areas. For ex-
ample, the use of fences, scarecrows, 
noise cannons, or fish emulsion in 
surrounding areas reduces potential 
risks, especially if deer or feral pigs are 
nearby. 

Animal manures often contain patho-
gens. As a best practice, it is recom-
mended to compost manure or en-
sure that you don’t harvest produce 
crops until at least 120 days after your 
apply raw manure to a field. Record 
application dates and locations of 
raw manure; for composted manure, 
document the duration of the com-
posting process and temperature of 
the pile during that process.

Working Toward Progress
During the past two years, thanks to 
grants to CFSA from the NC Specialty 

Crop Block Grant program and RAFI-
USA’s Tobacco Communities Reinvest-
ment Fund, we have worked closely 
with 12 diversified farms across North 
Carolina to identify processes and 
cost barriers to GAP certification. Each 
of these producers has spent time go-
ing through the certification process, 
collecting and sharing data so we can 
better understand where others may 
be able to succeed and are likely to 
encounter problems. The valuable les-
sons we’ve learned include: 

• Certified organic farms are already 
completing some of the documenta-
tion that is required by GAPs.

• A food safety manual that catalogs 
any food safety hazards and how you 
address them is a must.

• As a small farmer with a large num-
ber of crops, an auditor will want to 
see all your harvest processes, such as 
by hand, knife, shears or other equip-
ment, but not necessarily all your 
crops in production. It is a myth that 
each individual crop must be audited.

• Workers and visitors (including 
agritourists) need to be made aware 
of health and hygiene policies, such 
as washing hands before handling 
produce and not handling food while 
ill from a transmissible disease. 

An on-farm food safety program 
should be designed clearly so that a 

On-Farm Food Safety 
(continued from cover)

producer can say what they do, do 
what they say, and verify that it works. 
Applying these practices needs to 
begin from the bottom up, with 
resource experts on the farm helping 
farmers with any food safety ques-
tions. The farmer does not need to 
be the food safety expert and should 
not have to be with so many other 
priorities. But they do need to know 
what hazards exist on their farm, how 
to manage them, and communicate 
those management practices clearly 
to an interested buyer. 

Dr. Ben Chapman is a food safety exten-
sion specialist with NCSU and focuses 
on food safety risk management and 
communication. Dr. Audrey Kreske 
works as a food safety extension associ-
ate at NCSU and focuses on reducing 
risks from farm to fork and determining 
practical cost-effective solutions.

> See workshop trainings and other resources 
at http://gapsmallfarmsnc.wordpress.com.

> CFSA will be offering trainings to help diversi-
fied farms to pass GAP audits in 2013, along 
with cost shares for farms applying for GAP 
certification. Watch our website, carolinafarm-
stewards.org, for further details.

Just one of over 650 
varieties including 

high-yielding hybrid, 
unique heirloom and  

open-pollinated 
varieties. 

To request a free catalog, visit 

www.highmowingseeds.com 
or call  802.472.6174Tepepo Rosso pepper

NOFAmaFINAL.indd   1 11/14/12   8:46 PM
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Conference Sustainer
North Carolina SARE Program

Beginning Farmer Program 
Sponsors
National Institute for Food and 
Agriculture (USDA)
National Center for Appropriate 
Technology

Conference Steward
Santa Fe Natural Tobacco Co.

Media Sponsors 
edible Piedmont
edible Upcountry
edible Charlotte

Track Sponsors 
Eastern Carolina Organics
Sierra Nevada
Whole Foods Market

Cultivators
Albert’s Organics & UNFI
Braswell Foods
Clemson University Sustainable
Agriculture Program
Southern Exposure Seed Exchange
 
Pollinators
Amy’s Kitchen
Bay State Milling
Bon Secours St. Francis Health System
David & Eranda Bradshaw
Clemson University College of Agricul-
ture, Forestry and Life Science’s Alumni
National Center for Appropriate Technol-
ogy/Bringing New Farmers to the Table
NC Agricultural Research Service &
NC Cooperative Extension Service
Organic Valley/CROPP
Weaver Street Market

Supporters 
Lindley Mills
NC Department of Agriculture and
Consumer Services
Saltue! LLC
South Carolina Farm Bureau Federation
Sow True Seed
The Abundance Foundation &
Piedmont Biofarm
The Rice Diet Program

Thank you to our 2012 
Sustainable Agriculture  
Conference Sponsors!

hosted over 800 people for the vari-
ous workshops, tours and banquets. 

Highlights of the event included 
Debra Eshmeyer’s heartfelt and 
insightful keynote, workshops from 
true pioneers like Michael Phillips, 
Ellen Polishuk and others, fascinating 
exhibitors, and the mouthwatering 
food. We saw a lot of networking go-
ing on, including the popular Friday 
speed networking and Saturday 
reception. We heard that attendees 
enjoyed the downtown location and 
the walking distance to nearly sixty 
restaurants. 

Thanks to everyone who made this a 
successful event, and especially to our 
local hosts, including the wonderful 
folks at Clemson and local farmers.

> Check out some of the excellent workshop 
presentations saved at slideshare.net and 
search for “cfsa12.” 

> And mark your calendars for the 2013 
conference in Durham, NC on 
November 15-17!

Association News... 
(continued from page 3)

More Staff to Better Serve You
Please join us in welcoming Keith 
Baldwin Ph.D., CFSA’s 2012 Lifetime 
Achievement award winner, to our 
Farm Services Team. Keith has been 
a strong supporter of sustainable 
agriculture in NC for more than 20 
years. From his work as an agricultural 
extension agent in Chatham County 
to his leading role developing the 
programs that would become the 
Small Farm Unit at NCSU’s Center 
for Environmental Farming Systems 
(CEFS) to his work at the Cooperative 
Extension Program at NC A&T, Keith 
has been a force in support of sustain-
able agriculture in North Carolina for 
over twenty years.

We are also pleased to announce that 
Thomas Locke has joined CFSA as a 
Communications Coordinator.  Thom-
as comes to us from Heeks Farm, 
where he continues to work part-
time. In addition to taking over our 
newsletter and social media, Thomas 
will also travel around the Carolinas 
sharing the message of CFSA. 

I support local, organic farms
YES!  I’d like to make a tax-

deductible donation to 
CFSA $________

NAME _____________________________
ADDRESS __________________________
CITY _______________________________
STATE  _____________________________
ZIP  _______________________________
HOME PHONE ______________________ 
EMAIL ADDRESS  ____________________

We also accept Visa/MasterCard/Discover/American Express:
Please charge my credit card a total of $________
Account Number____________________________
Expiration Date_____________  CVV/Security Code______________

Signature_____________________________

You can also donate at www.carolinafarmstewards.org, by calling us at 
(919) 542-2402, or by mailing this form and your payment to: 
CFSA - P.O. Box 448, Pittsboro, NC 27312.  Thank you for your support! 



P.O. Box 448 • Pittsboro, NC 27312

Don’t let your CFSA Membership Expire!
Please renew by the date listed below by 
going to http://bit.ly/cfsarenewal
or calling (919) 542-2402.  

Thanks for supporting local, organic farms!

Midlands Farm Tour
April 6-7

Piedmont Farm Tour
April 27-28

Upstate Farm Tour
June 1-2

SAVE THE DATE 
for Some Farm 

Fresh Fun!

Photo by Jerry DeWitt


