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Students dig farm work
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Ian Bushee, 17, helps weed strawberry plants Tuesday at the Darling Farm in Pownal. Bushee is a participant in the Working Lands Program, which exposes local students to different aspects of farm life. Photo: Peter Crabtree 
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Wednesday, May 23

POWNAL — Brian McGuiness is no stranger to farming. The Mount Anthony Union High School science teacher tended an orchard in college and was an assistant farm manager on an organic farm in Arizona. So when MAUHS outreach coordinator Amy Beth Kessinger called McGuinness and asked him if he was interested in the Working Lands Project, his response was a no-brainer. 

"I said, 'yeah, that sounds great,'" McGuiness recalled Tuesday as he knelt down to pick weeds out of a row of strawberry plants at Darling Farm in Pownal. He, along with Miles to Go Farm owner Julia Walker, Someday Farm owner Scout Proft and seven students from the high school, are knee-deep in weeds on a warm afternoon as part of the Working Lands Project, begun by Proft and Walker last year as a way to connect students to those who make a living through agriculture. 

Becky Darling, who gave up her job as a communications officer with the publishing company Story Communications seven years ago to work the land with her husband and children, exuded enthusiasm for farm life as she led the students on a tour of her farm. 

"We do logging, have pick-your-own strawberries, but our big market is sweet corn, which is what we're known for," Darling explained to the students as she pointed to the farm's acres of fields. "This is really an amazing way of life," she said later, after she had walked the students through the weeding work they would be doing. "And it's so rewarding to share it with kids." 

Walker echoed those sentiments. 

"The real vision here is to connect kids to the farm, and the reality that Vermont is about agriculture but is losing agriculture rapidly," said Walker, who runs the program with the support of grants from the Northeast Organic Farming Association, the local 4-H chapter, and a 21st Century grant obtained through the high school. The hope is that some students, who volunteer to participate in the after-school program, will take an interest in farming and perhaps pursue it as a career. 

Watching the students work in the mid-afternoon sun, it was clear that they were enjoying the chance to be learning outside of a classroom setting. As Proft explained the necessity of multiple crops to sustaining a working farm, students listened intently and asked questions about how the weather might affect a farmer's season and profits. 

Santanna Martin, one of the more vocal participants, could barely contain her excitement about the program. 

"I'd been complaining to the school that there was nothing for kids to do through the school that wasn't stupid," said Martin. "So I got a letter about the Working Lands Project, and thought, 'hmm, maybe this'll be better than everything else I've tried. And it's been great. I've gotten out on the farm and discovered I really love farm work." 

The work Martin and her fellow students do is more than just a fun way to spend a Tuesday afternoon, however. Martin recalled how the Working Lands group had helped one farming family to build a fence. 

"One of the farmers was really sick, and his wife told us, 'Without your help, this would have taken us three to four days,'" said Martin. "It's cool to know your work makes a difference." 

Proft acknowledged that not everyone — including some farmers — were as gung-ho at the start. 

"The kids weren't so into it at first," said Proft, "and neither were the farmers. They didn't know about having high school kids work on their farms. But now, they see that kids are very helpful, and the kids really get into the work and the process." 

Proft said that the future goals for Working Lands include expanding the program into northern Bennington County to include more farmers and integrating other schools into its innovative means of providing a link between current and future farmers. For now, though, Proft was happy to keep it "as local as possible." 

"We want to make sure kids as consumers are connected to farmers in their area," said Proft. 

McGuiness, who was recruited by Martin and other students, said that he has enjoyed the opportunity to return to something that has meaning for him, as well as get to share that with a new generation of potential farmers. 

"The most rewarding thing for me is meeting farmers and talking about agriculture in this area," McGuiness said. "Also, I really like to see the kids engaging in farming. They really seem to like it, because they feel like they're doing something productive." 

