Harmony Valley: Taking care of the land and the people

Text by George Zens, Sustainable Times
“When we started organic farming over 30 years ago, we gave away our produce – everybody thought we were nuts,” Richard de Wilde says with a little smile, knowing that since then the situation has improved.

Organic farming and gardening have not only entered mainstream public consciousness as respectable alternatives to conventional food production, they are also being recognized as the only viable solution for many farming operations – not to mention our health and environment. 

But it has taken many years of stubborn effort by pioneers like Richard de Wilde and Linda Halley who this year celebrated their 20th anniversary on Harmony Valley Farm, nestled in a secluded valley near Viroqua in western Wisconsin, to get to this point. And even now, organic farming represents only a small, albeit fast-growing portion of the nation’s food production.  
The area near Viroqua is a hotbed of organic farming, as several other organic operations also take advantage of the clean air and water, and the fertile soil.  Richard de Wilde and Linda Halley run the 200-acre Harmony Valley Farm together with their two sons and a crew that varies seasonally from four to 15 employees.  The 200 acres consist of woods, forests and cropland, and Harmony Valley also leases additional acreage near the Bad Axe River. About 80 acres are devoted to raising market produce.  
The crops range from early-season vegetables like spinach, snap peas and kohlrabi, to mid-season favorites like cucumbers, tomatoes and watermelon, to fall products like potatoes, onions and cabbage. They also sell fruit and, through a joint venture with Deer Run Farm, Grazier’s Organic Angus Beef.  
As Richard and Linda describe it: 

“We started farming because we liked it. We try to be an example of a good, ethical business: We take care of our land, we take care of our employees and we take care of our customers.”

They improve the fertile soil, which is already rich in organic matter, they add compost, mineral powders and green cover crops, also known as green manure.

“We work the same way nature works,” Richard explains: “No bare soils and a diversity of crops.”

Rather than planting acres and acres of the same crop, they alternate rows of different vegetables and fruits, like strawberries and Japanese millet. While this companion planting makes harvesting more labor intensive, it more than makes up for that by robbing pests and diseases of the large targets monocultural practices provide. Companion plants are often also directly beneficial for each other by deterring pests.  
Pest control is an important part of agriculture and a lot of damage has been done, and is still being done to the environment in the name of pest control.  At Harmony Valley, natural predators are given shelter, so they can help with the fight against unwanted guests: Birds, bats, wasps and other beneficial insects find a friendly habitat and nesting grounds.  Organic of course also means that no artificial herbicides, pesticides, fungicides and fertilizers are used. The products are certified organic by the Midwest Organic Services Association.  
Linda and Richard sell their crops through retail grocers, wholesale distributors, restaurants, the Dane County Farmers’ Market on the Square and a CSA subscription program, where CSA stands for Community Supported Agriculture.  Through the CSA-program, people can buy shares in the expected harvest. The pre-payment allows the farm to make necessary investments for the season and the members receive weekly boxes of farm-fresh produce at less-than-retail cost.  
A sample box early in the growing season might thus include asparagus, rhubarb, spinach, green garlic, green onions, snap peas, leaf lettuce, mint and kohlrabi.  At the height of the season, it might include cucumbers, sweet corn, cantaloupe, tomatoes, salad mix, watermelon, green beans, basil, squash and bell peppers.  In late season, the variety can for example consist of carrots, potatoes, red onions, garlic, celeriac, beets, kale, raspberries, cabbage and butternut squash.  
Environmentally-friendly growing methods are only part of the process. After the harvest, the vegetables and fruits are cleaned, packaged and refrigerated. The equipment isn’t cheap and this fall, Harmony Valley was in the middle of a large-scale building project to accommodate winter vegetables by adding a cooler twice the size of the existing 20 by 40-foot one.  
“Produce needs to be kept cool and moist,” Richard explains. “We can’t compete on price, so we have to make the most of our quality.”  
A barrel washer allows three people to clean a ton of root vegetables in an hour. It is not only an environmentally sound way of cleaning, but also a labor-friendly device. 

“We use labor-saving devices where we can,” Richard says. “We eliminate heavy lifting as much as possible for instance, because it can easily ruin your back.”

Employee-friendly practices are an important part of Harmony Valley’s ethics. They try to provide steady employment and a living wage, and even provide housing for many of their employees.  
In an effort to spread the message of sustainability and environmental responsibility, they publish a regular newsletter, organize workshops, host tours (like the Willy Street Coop Farm Tour in October 2004, when the research for this article was done) and contribute articles to the online publication newfarm.org.  
Harmony Valley Farm is located at S. 3442 Wire Hollow Road, Viroqua, WI 54665; (608) 483-2143

e-mail: harmony@mwt.net

www.harmonyvalleyfarm.com

