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“Walking, We Ask Questions”
Dr. Tony VanWinkle, Director of the Rian Fried Center and Faculty in Sustainable Food Systems

The end of the spring semester and the launch of the 2019 growing season were ushered in with a momentous visit by agroecology luminary and advocate Dr. Vandana Shiva. Dr. Shiva was the
commencement speaker for the 2019 graduating class at Sterling
College. Sterling College and Craftsbury Common were also
honored by an additional, day-long event featuring Dr. Shiva as
well as regional, state, and local voices in larger sustainable agriculture and food systems issues. It was a great honor to represent
the vision and spirit of the Rian Fried Center on a stage shared
with Vandana Shiva at this event.
Such a propitious launch embodied the promise of a new
growing season, a new friendship, and partnership. In sharing
our work in the realm of indigenous seed conservation with Dr.
Shiva, I was reminded of a phrase uttered by Mayan farmers of
the Guatemalan highlands as they plant in traditional raised bed
systems centered around corn, beans, and squash, but populated
also by innumerable other cultivars and edible anthropogenic
weeds. In contrast to the industrial system based on calculations
of optimal spacing thought to result in maximum yields, in
Guatemala farmers routinely plant five corn seeds in a single
planting hole. Upon doing so, they offer the invocation: “One
for the neighbor, one for the birds, one for the thief, and two
for me.” Keeping with the spirit of the day and Vandana Shiva’s
legacy, this message of sharing and generosity seems to contain
the wisdom necessary to ensure our shared prosperity in an
uncertain future. This is prosperity based not on accumulation
and extraction, but rather on the true currencies of life—seeds

and smiles, reverence and conviviality. Indeed, the exchange of
gifts was a central feature of Dr. Shiva’s visit. Our own fiber arts
instructor extraordinaire, Prin Van Gulden ‘07, led students in
the production of a gift for Dr. Shiva — a felted rug, featuring
images of common local seeds and made from wool produced on
our own farm. For her part, Dr. Shiva gifted Sterling College an
apple tree from Kazakhstan, the origin center of apples. In planting a Kazakh apple tree in Vermont, where apples have acquired
an important status in the region’s own agricultural history, we
are reminded of the interconnected food and farming communities around the world, and the need to create networks of solidarity that support the building and maintenance of sustainable,
trans-local alternatives to the industrial food system.
The gathering and its discussions also brought to mind a common Zapatista saying: “Preguntado caminamos”— “walking, we
ask questions.” Whether learning from Mayan planters in Guatemala, or learning from Abenaki tribal members and agricultural
systems in Vermont, RFC service projects and community partnerships represent our commitment to the “ethics of possibility,”
to the shared exploration, through experiments and questions,
of what a future based on affinity, equity, and cooperation might
look like. Indeed, this is at the very heart of our mission. This
newsletter highlights some of these efforts, and also offers some
reflections and introductions, as we navigate an exciting period
of transition that expands the Sterling family beyond the hills of
northern Vermont and into the hills of northern Kentucky.

New Faces, New Places

Dr. Elsa Acerbo
Faculty in Sustainable Agriculture

Rick Thomas works the land in Kentucky with a pair of mules.

The Rian Fried Center has undergone some major changes in
faculty, staff, and scope this past season. Rick Thomas, Draft
Animal Program Manager for nearly two decades, relocated over
the summer to Henry County, Kentucky, where he is serving
in a new position as faculty for the Wendell Berry Farming
Program of Sterling College (WBFP). Much like Rick’s former
focus here in Craftsbury, he leads the draft animal element
of the WBFP. In Kentucky, Rick was joined by two additional
remote RFC/WBFP faculty members: Dr. Leah Bayens and Dr.
Ed Frederickson. Leah Bayens brings a background in agrarian
literature, history, and culture and non-profit service to her role
as faculty and Dean of the WBFP. Ed Frederickson is a specialist
in grazing systems and range/grassland ecology and teaches
courses in those areas for the WBFP.
Our partnership in Kentucky deepens Sterling’s approach to
sustainable, place-based agriculture and community food systems
by providing students with the opportunity to study across
these two distinct food production landscapes. On our working
landscapes in Craftsbury Common, our efforts will continue
to center on the small-scale, diversified forest, farming, and
food systems that shaped (and were shaped by) the topography
and climatic conditions of northern Vermont. In contrast, the
Wendell Berry Farming Program, situated in Kentucky’s Outer
Bluegrass region, offers students the opportunity to study a more
extensive, grass-based production model while engaging with
a rich interdisciplinary curriculum drawn from the legacy of
Wendell Berry, one of sustainable agriculture’s most luminous
and revolutionary thinkers.
In both Vermont and Kentucky, students learn the value and
application of draft animal power systems. With Rick leading
that effort in Kentucky, Sterling’s draft animal programs now
fall under the direction of Dr. Elsa Acerbo, who arrived in
Craftsbury this past June. The RFC team was further rounded
out this summer by the addition of Azsa Greiner, our new
Livestock Manager. Azsa and long time Farm Manager Gwyneth
Harris have taken on the full operational management of the
farm as we embark on a new era at the Rian Fried Center.

Elsa works with one of the calves in her first month at the RFC.

Passion and dedication for real food and food justice, preserving
and expanding the draft animal tradition in the US and abroad,
and the hands-on education of students led Dr. Elsa Acerbo
inexorably to one place — Sterling College.
Elsa graduated from the Air Force Academy with a BS in
Humanities in 2005, and went on to serve for five years as an
Intelligence Officer in the Air Force. Traveling across the United
States, Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, Elsa saw that there
was an urgent need for better access to agricultural information
and education for people both in the US and around the world
in order to improve their lives, the lives of the animals they cared
for, and to reduce human impacts on the planet. This knowledge
and passion led her to leave the military and complete her degree
in veterinary medicine.
As a veterinarian, Elsa specialized in farm animal medicine
hoping to provide that access to education, improve human and
animal welfare, and contribute to sustainable and regenerative
agricultural practices. However, her time working on large,
commercial operations made her question the efficacy,
sustainability, and morality of our industrial agricultural system.
She decided to step away from veterinary medicine in order to
contribute to the education of the next generation seeking a
different way forward in food and agriculture.
Elsa believes that farming with horses and oxen, and a return
to small-scale farming in general, will be critical components of
our sustainable agricultural future. She is an engaged and vocal
advocate for the employment and advancement of small-scale
farming using draft animal power both in the U.S. and abroad.
Whether she is working with a group of farmers in Burkina Faso,
West Africa on school breaks or teaching a first-year student how
to harness a horse in Sterling’s Alfond Barn in Vermont, Elsa
loves to share her passion and knowledge about these incredible
animals and the techniques and applications that will play a
critical role in meeting the food and climate challenges facing all
citizens of our planet in the years to come.
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Azsa Greiner
Livestock Manager

Student Spotlight:
Alli Summerly ‘19

Alli Summerly ‘19 (left) on graduation day with two fellow graduates.

Azsa lectures on fencing before heading out to build fence with students.

Before joining the RFC team, Azsa Greiner lived with her
family in northern Wisconsin for the past 15 years, where she
ran her own farm focusing on small livestock meat production
and raising show quality Nigerian Dwarf goats. She discovered
that raising quality animals and being a part of the local
food economy was one of the most exciting aspects of animal
husbandry. As a farmer, one of her main goals has always
been to have the best quality of life for the animals, no matter
the purpose of that life. An animal raised for food is just as
important as a breeding animal. When a customer tells you the
pork they made for dinner last night was the best pork they ever
tasted, or the eggs were so flavorful they don’t want to go back to
buying from the store, those goals have been achieved. Providing
for the best quality of life for the animal translates into improved
quality of life for us as well.
Azsa is very excited to be working as part of the Sterling
community and to bring her knowledge and experience to the
farm. She is committed to helping people to understand that all
aspects of raising animals and food production are important
and necessary to bring about a healthier lifestyle and a healthier
world. From pasture and soil management, to breed selection,
to butchering and processing, to the meal on our plates, every
decision impacts the world around us.
Azsa received her Masters in Agriculture focusing on Integrated
Resource Management from Colorado State University-Fort
Collins in 2016 and received a BS in Wildlife Management from
Northland College in 2007.

When I moved to the Northeast Kingdom from Burlington
to work on a sheep farm I had no intention of staying. But, as
we all know by now, there is magic here, and I was hooked on
it. I transferred to Sterling after spending three years at UVM
studying forestry. I transferred because I could not swallow the
thought of going back to a life devoid of sheep, and because
Sterling would give me the freedom to pursue the things I was
truly passionate about, namely farming and writing. I started in
my first semester as a member of the livestock crew, and focused
my coursework in the humanities to balance the agricultural
experience and ecological background I came in with. That fall
semester led me to my self-designed major in Agroecological
Humanities and prepared me to start my Senior Year Research
Project (SYRP). As the winter deepened and I transitioned to
my second semester, I accepted the role of Livestock Chores
Supervisor. That position gave me the daily involvement on the
farm that I had been craving, and also challenged my strength as
a leader and people-person. Through my work position, I gained
an intimacy with the farm and its inhabitants which informed
and inspired my SYRP, a poetry and photography project
exploring the relation between queer bodies and agricultural
landscapes. Lambing season, in particular, served as endless
inspiration for me creatively, and my involvement in lambing
was by all measures the highlight of my Sterling experience. As
the snow melted and spring finally came I transitioned into a
new role at Sterling as the teaching assistant for the Integrated
Farming Practicum. As we adapted to the multitudes of change
on the farm and at Sterling at large, I found my niche as a liaison
between the IFP faculty and students, and as a general supporter
for the learning, work, and fun going on this summer. We had a
diverse and experienced crew of students who made this teaching
experience an especially fruitful challenge for me as a leader and
facilitator. As the IFP came to a close and I prepared to move on
to new experiences, my role at Sterling once again shifted but
did not end. I feel a deep debt of gratitude to this community
and this landscape, to the mentors, friends, and teachers I have
here. In all of its complexity, and beauty, and yes sometimes
frustration, Sterling is home, and even though I have left, I know
I can always come home.
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Sterling Farm’s 2019 Community Supported Agriculture Program
Gwyneth Harris, Farm Manager

A mid-August reflection from the Garden Manager August 12, 2019
Sterling’s Gardens were off to a slow start this summer, due to
a cool wet spring, but have come back to thrive in a moderate
summer of good precipitation and less extreme temperatures.
As Fall semester approaches, production is in full swing. All
the summer classics, like zucchini, cucumber, green beans,
and tomatoes are picked every two days, and yet we still have
beautiful greens that haven’t succumbed to summer’s heat —
kale, collards, chard, lettuce, and salad mix. Fall brassicas are
approaching harvest, while carrots, onions, parsnips, and beets
keep expanding our fall and winter storage harvest.
As I write this article, our summer “break” is upon us. For a
period of about a month in August, the student population
on campus ranges from zero to around 50 students. This
dip couldn’t come at a much less opportune time for garden
production. There is an old adage that Vermonter’s should lock
their cars in August, lest others deposit their excess harvest in
the back seat while you run errands. Our season is short, and
the plants we choose to grow know that their role is to complete
production within our brief 90 days of frost-free weather. Putting
the brakes on production in August is simply not an option!

members, mostly faculty, staff, and Craftsbury residents. Weekly
shares include 5-7 produce items, plus herbs, pick-your-own
flowers, or a pre-picked bouquet. Shareholders can add eggs,
and sometimes farm-raised chicken, pork, or lamb, to their share
for an extra fee.
As the CSA grows, it has become more of an integral part of
the garden production, consuming as much as our summer
campus residents do, and truly allowing us to find outlets for
peak harvest bounty. This model also allows students to practice
marketing skills, budget produce across multiple accounts,
and interact directly with their customers. Over the coming
seasons, we hope to continue to grow both the diversity of
products offered through the CSA (think tea blends, cut flowers,
preserves, storage vegetables or a winter share, dyeing plants and
fibers with associated classes through the winter months, grains
and beans), and the number of shareholders excited to support a
Sterling education.
If you would like more information about the CSA, send a note
to gharris@sterlingcollege.edu, or call us at the farm office, 802586-7711 x 118.

We bumped up against this dilemma for a number of years,
so we began to explore options to even out our sales across
the summer. As we didn’t want to expand our marketing far
beyond the bounds of Sterling’s campus, two main outlets were
identified. The first was to develop curriculum, independent
studies, and work opportunities around food preservation. This
requires close communication with kitchen staff to identify and
deliver prime produce for jams, jellies, pickles, and ferments and
has been a great outlet for produce.
Secondly, over the past few years we have been developing
a small Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) venture,
specifically for our campus, college friends, and local folks
interested in supporting agricultural and food education at
Sterling. Now in its fifth year, the Sterling College CSA serves 18

A CSA member admires the herbs and garlic in her CSA share.

End-of-season green tomatoes and fresh-picked flowers from the U-pick garden.
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Garden Manager, Gwyneth Harris, assists a CSA member on pick-up day.

Cherry tomatoes, sugar snap peas, and cucumbers delighted CSA members.

Summer squash and beets were abundant this summer!

A new addition to our CSA this year was the U-pick flower garden, available to all CSA members.
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Heritage Livestock & Rotational Grazing Systems
Dr. Tony VanWinkle, Gwyneth Harris, and Azsa Greiner

In addition to efforts focused on crop varieties, the Rian Fried
Center is also deepening our commitment to heritage livestock
breeds. This includes a transition toward on-farm breeding
of dual-purpose heritage breed chickens, the acquisition of a
breeding pair of Guinea hogs, and a pair of Shorthorn calves to
be trained as the next generation of working oxen to serve our
draft animal programs. The addition of the American Guinea
Hog will not only give students a smaller pig to learn and
manage, but also a pig which thrives on pasture management
systems. They will help us to improve our soils and provide us
with young stock for our food systems. American Guinea Hogs
are a lard pig, very few of which are still produced, particularly in
commercial settings. However, many of these traditional breeds
are well suited to the crafting of charcuterie. The lard produced
can be incorporated into baked goods, used for cooking leaner
meats, in place of cooking oils, and as an addition to sausage.
Further learning and conservation benefits adhere to our
active dedication to the preservation and perpetuation of
livestock genetic diversity. In the Livestock Conservancy’s
Conservation Priority List, Guinea hogs are currently considered
a “threatened” breed, with fewer than 1,000 registered animals
in the U.S. and a global population of less than 5,000, while
heritage Shorthorns conservation status is classified as “critical.”
The latter designation indicates fewer than 200 animals
registered in the U.S. and a global population of less than
2,000 animals. Like rare crop varieties, rare and endangered
livestock breeds embody the genius of localized knowledge and
interspecies cooperation that is threatened by the homogenizing
tendencies of an increasingly consolidated global industrial
agriculture.

Sheep and meat birds rotationally grazed together this summer.

As we develop the breeds of livestock to best fit our systems,
we hone our systems to best fit our livestock and landscape.
Management Intensive Grazing is a system of migrating livestock
across the landscape that best mimics traditional movements of
herds across wild grasslands. It has multiple benefits across the
farm — from decreased feed costs for the farmer, better animal
nutrition, healthy pastures, and in properly managed systems,
improved carbon sequestration by grassland plants and soils.
The Sterling Farm is a complex system. Our livestock includes
sheep, cattle, horses, pigs, and poultry. Each group brings its own
particular needs and services to the grazing system. Pigs are great
renovators and nutrient cyclers; poultry fertilize grasses, and feed
on invertebrates; sheep enjoy some browse but can graze close to
the ground as well; horses can nip off overmature, stemmy plants
and still thrive on this high fiber feed; cattle can trample as much
as they graze, helping dead plant material find its way back into
the soil.
Students on campus in the summer start to learn how to read
not just the livestock, but also the land that they graze on. All of
the groups on campus must be balanced in their impacts, which
means frequent moves from pasture to pasture, and calculated
applications of soil disturbance and plant removal. This dance
of organisms across the landscape, is a way for students to begin
to understand how ecosystems work, exploring and participating
in the processes of succession, disturbance, determining carrying
capacity, developing resilience, and maintaining biodiversity.

American Guinea hogs Ginger and Rosemary were new additions to the RFC this summer.
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Agroforestry in Action
Dr. Charlotte Rosendahl,
Faculty in Sustainable Agriculture

In 1929, J. Russell Smith wrote the book, Tree Crops - a
Permanent Agriculture, a seminal publication about how to
radically transform agricultural systems. In his book, he very
eloquently described how an agricultural system focused on
annual crops was destroying the planet and that if a change
did not happen, we would end up where we are today. Had we
listened to Dr. Smith’s suggestions back then and followed his
advice of substituting corn with acorns and wheat with chestnuts
I think we would have been in a completely different place today
— a much permanently better one.
Five years ago, the Rian Fried Center team designed a farm
plan that was centered around agroforestry. This past spring
and summer, students, faculty, and staff have been busy putting
our farm plan into motion. A total of 16 nut trees comprised
of four different species were planted in the pasture behind the
McCarthy Barn. The planting will serve as nursery stock for
propagation and as a source of high-protein animal feed. The
trees are planted far enough from each other that the grass will
still get enough sunlight to grow. We will monitor the species
composition and the growth rate of this pasture as compared to a
full-sun system. The idea is to increase the production of calories
per acre, increase biodiversity laterally as well as horizontally,
provide natural shade and shelter for our animals and test the
suitability of several nut species for production in northern
Vermont. The long-term goal is to also produce enough nuts for
the Sterling community to eat and ultimately show how a more
permanent production system might just be a way we can tackle
many of the environmental food systems issues we face today.
Heartnut (Juglans ailantifolia cordiformis) and butternut (Juglans
cinerea) were planted together and are both in the walnut
family. Shagbark hickory (Carya ovata) was planted with hybrid
chestnuts (Castanea dentata x Castanea mollissima). The species
were selected for hardiness and soil conditions of the site. All
of these trees can become very large, but at Sterling we intend
to prune them heavily to keep them to the size of an apple tree.
This should both increase productivity and ease of harvest. We
look forward to watching this project unfold in the next 100
years of Sterling’s existence.
In the next few years, we hope to increase our nut production
to other parts of the farm. In our newly established nursery next
to the Alfond Barn, we have started seeds of several varieties of
hazelnuts, more butternuts and heartnuts, and several varieties
of chestnuts. We also have younger seedlings of shellbark
hickory and hardy pecan growing that we hope to plant into our
fields next season to trial. These trees will help us create more
silvopastoral systems that increase diversity in the field as well as

on our plates, look and feel a lot more like the natural ecosystem
of Vermont and ultimately increase the amount of carbon that
we can sequester. Another possible outcome is that Sterling will
be able to offer the broader community an affordable source
of high-quality tree seedlings so that we might all participate in
creating the solution that J. Russell Smith proposed in 1929.

During the heat of the summer, Dr. Charlotte Rosendahl waters the newest
perrenial additions to the RFC.

Rian Fried Center and Craft Curriculum
Dr. Tony VanWinkle, Director of the Rian Fried Center
and Faculty in Sustainable Food Systems

Rian Fried Center projects are on the forefront of Sterling’s
growing commitment to transdisciplinary research and learning,
particularly through projects linking the farm and forest to
our studio craft curriculum. This includes the production
of broomcorn (not a corn at all, but a variety of sorghum),
production of flax for fiber, and experiments with several dye
plants. Besides these newer fiber and dye plant projects, our farm
has long contributed to the fiber arts program through wool
production. Our current sheep flock, composed of Romney and
Icelandic sheep, grew significantly this spring with 17 ewes giving
birth to 20 lambs. They were sheared in late summer and the
wool was directed to adjunct faculty Prin Van Gulden ‘07 and
the fiber arts studio.

Kali shows off the textile they wove in the Fiber Arts II course led by Prin VanGulden ‘07. Kali
dyed fibers using cochineal beetles, which is part of a larger effort to incorprate natural dying
methods into the curriculum.
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