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Please welcome W.B. Miley, editor at Finding Country 

Magazine! We'll be sharing more information about him in 

the future, but for now, just know that he is a fantastic 

editor and addition to our team. 



Dear reader, 

Every Easter, my dad adopts a new pen name: Easter bunny. On lined index 

cards, he writes clues for three scavenger hunts—one each for both of my 

brothers and one for myself. Even though we’re all in our twenties now, my dad 

still channels his Easter bunny persona when my parents can get us all in the 

same house during the holiday. 

Have you ever given much thought to traditions? To me, a tradition is more than 

a belief or value. A tradition is almost always accompanied by an action whether 

it’s giving, taking, coming, or going. 

In a Columbian Magazine interview, Thomas Edison claimed this of his theories: 

“I have not reached my conclusions through study of traditions; I have reached 

them through the study of hard fact.” 

As a journalist, I empathize with Edison’s reluctance to put weight into anything 

he can’t perceive through the five senses. However, I believe if we discount 

tradition on purely factual terms, we lose a huge part of the story. 

But the intangible benefits of lifestyle choices and traditions that seem taboo 

these days like worshipping God, working the land, and living in smaller 

communities can’t easily be reduced to scientific explanation—numbers on neat 

charts and formulas to find meaning in an emotion or a feeling. 

Tradition is enduring. It’s quite possibly the most democratic of concepts 

because it requires a majority of people to not only accept it, but to also 

practice it. Finding Country is a publication devoted to collecting the wisdom of 

generations before us and discovering ways to integrate that wisdom with the 

skills and values of youth today. 

In this month’s issue, we explore gardening advice stemming from the stemming 

from the Great Depression and which many families still put into use, and we 

hear from an older couple who has spent nearly their entire lives in a rural 

county on a farm spanning just hundreds of acres. Happy reading!

 

gabrielle

Welcome to Finding Country 
Magazine!



HOW A SINGER AND A TEACHER 
MADE A LIVING IN THE COUNTRY

As a journalist, I’ve conducted hundreds of interviews 

with people from all walks of life: a tarot card reader in a 

college town, a Republican party chairman in the 

Midwest who refuses to fly, and a small town tour guide 

with a fascination for Greek mythology and ancient 

architecture. 

I’m very privileged to have an occupation that not only 

allows me to expand my worldview, but also encourages 

me to explore how different people’s values manifest 

themselves in the homes they build, the jobs they do, the 

groups they belong to, and the ways they interact with 

others—especially me, an outsider with more questions 

than answers and a member of the media, which is 

always one of the institutions people trust least. 

This month, I sat down with Steve and Wanda Turner 

whom I’m coining as the “hosts of Hickman County.” 

As I mentioned earlier, I’ve interviewed a lot of people in 

my nearly 30 years on earth, but never have I had an 

interview end in an exchange of peach cobbler for an 

azalea until this one. 

Wanda told me, “it’s just how we do things around here.” 

After spending the better part of an afternoon 

with Wanda and her husband, Steve, I can tell 

you that her simple statement sums up the 

couple’s life mission and legacy—to expose 

everyone they come into contact with to 

everything good in life including a close 

relationship with nature, a caring and kindly 

teacher, and the gift of hearing song 

performed passionately. 

A little bit more about Steve and 

Wanda 

Steve and Wanda have lived in or around 

Hickman County their entire lives. As a child 

Steve would ride along in his father’s taxi cab, 

picking up fares in their rural town. Young 

Steve would sing along to the country radio 

station playing in the car.    He thinks this is 

where his natural talent and love of music 

came from. Most Saturdays this would lead 

them to the local tavern, where the owner 

often beckoned for Steve to come in and sing 

a tune. 

It was a running joke between Steve’s parents 

that “the boy” made more money standing on 

a counter singing a song than his dad did 

driving a cab. Steve’s childhood and teenage 

years brought many opportunities to grow his 

career in the music industry, and he made a 

habit of seizing them. 

The Turner's 27-year-old horse, 

Possum, watches over their herd 

of 7 goats. | Gabrielle Reed



The next day he called her from the radio station, 

keeping her on the line as he transitioned from one song 

to the next. Impressing a woman is hard, but he felt his 

most confident operating a broadcast console. He 

worked for that same radio station for nearly 60 years, 

and owned it for much of that time.  

Community service was a commitment for Steve, 

including church programming and high school 

sports.    Steve and station manager Mickey Bunn 

broadcast years of live election returns and would 

sometimes be on the air all night.  

 For 20 years, they donated radio time to conduct The 

American Cancer Society Radio Auction, raising a total of 

$350,000.  

 They did the same thing for the Perry County Lion’s Club 

Children’s Sight Program, raising $300,000.    The 

Treasure Hunt was a popular family promotion.    Steve 

has used his speaking voice and his singing voice to 

entertain and inform radio and live audiences all of his 

life.

“Radio has been in my life since I met him,” Wanda said. 

 And farming has been a part of Steve’s life since he met 

her. 

 “Every July 4th, we didn’t celebrate,” Steve recalls. “We 

dug potatoes.” 

Wanda’s parents are in Heaven now and the farm she 

and Steve live on was recently given the distinction of 

being named a TN Century Farm—a designation 

delivered through a government-university partnership 

in Tennessee stating that a farm has been owned by the 

same family for at least 100 years. 

Steve still performs as a member of the Grinders Switch 

Ensemble, a volunteer country band that entertains 

listeners at the local chamber of commerce every 

Saturday morning during a live radio program called The 

Grinders Switch Hour. He sold the radio station last year. 

He won nearly every talent show in middle 

Tennessee, got his first job as a radio host at 

ten years old, and sang alongside such 

legendary acts as Roy Acuff and the Smokey 

Mountain Boys.

As a young man, Steve even performed 

alongside Minnie Pearl’s sister who 

accompanied him on piano. Fun fact: Minnie 

had a photo of him and her sister hanging up in 

one of the rooms of her home in Nashville. 

Wanda, contrastingly,  is a farm girl to her core. 

She credits her relentless work ethic to the 

many hours spent planting crops and tending 

to animals—rain or shine—on the large parcel 

of farmland her grandparents bought in 1918 

located in Possum Hollow in the Nunnelly area. 

One of her fondest memories is sitting on her 

daddy’s lap while he let her hold the steering 

wheel of his tractor. 

"Every July 4th, we 

didn't celebrate. We 

dug potatoes." - Steve 

Turner

Steve enlisted in the Air Force after high 

school, at one point holding clearance to work 

with nuclear weapons. 

But when it came time to decide whether to 

continue his service or return home, he drove 

the old Route 66 back to Centerville to resume 

his radio career. 

One day while catching up with old buddies, he 

asked if there were any pretty girls still in town 

and they flipped open a yearbook. 

Steve’s finger landed on Wanda’s picture and 

he said “Boys, I’m in love. I’m going to marry 

that girl.”



2. Prioritize accessibility over 

convenience. 

Farmers—and musicians for that matter—don’t 

typically bring in the big bucks, especially 

when compared to other professions. Wanda 

had this great piece of advice for those with a 

passion for music who hope to have their own 

plot of land in the country someday. 

“You might not be able to make a living singing 

here, but you can live here and you can do 

some community service,” she said. “You can go 

out and entertain people, but you’re also close 

enough to Nashville and Franklin to make a 

living that way.” 

Sure—if you’re working on Broadway it might 

be more convenient to live in Nashville or one 

of its immediately surrounding cities. On the 

other hand, that convenience comes with    a 

higher cost of living, less connection to a 

community of supporters, and a hectic 

environment that potentially stifles your 

creativity instead of amplifying it. 

Quality of life is just as—if not more—

important than the quantity of cash in a bank 

account. The same can be said for those with 

concerns about the school systems in rural 

areas. 

Wanda talked with me about the gradual influx 

of city folk moving to Hickman County she 

observed while working as a teacher. Parents 

often commented on the drastically different 

mode of instruction their children received, 

including a focus on training them to use their 

manners. 

In this case, parents may have given up a short 

commute or a higher-paying city job for 

accessibility to their children’s teachers. There 

will always be a tradeoff between city and 

rural lifestyles, but if you approach the move 

with some tact, you can get the best of both

They’re both in retirement now, although if 

you ask Steve he’d tell you Wanda keeps him 

busy on the farm. The Turners’ tale reminds us 

that we have so much to learn from others who 

have tread a path before. Their determination 

to live out their passions of music and farming 

should be an inspiration to us all who believe 

we can make a living and a difference away 

from the chaos of the city. 

Advice for making a living in the 

country 

Many people fantasize about a bona fide 

country existence, but few actually pursue it. 

Some are discouraged by the myths of small 

town or rural living; the downright lies that 

they won’t have access to a good education, a 

good job, or good food. 

Through Steve and Wanda’s story, we can 

glean lessons from how they designed their life 

to align with their dreams. 

1. Have multiple revenue streams. 

Even though Steve and Wanda were gifted 10 

acres by her parents when they married, they 

were not immune to the difficult realities of 

farm life. 

Equipment is expensive, margins are thin, and 

nights don’t seem long enough to recover from 

the day’s labors. .

While they helped her father with raising 

livestock and planting crops, they also had full-

time jobs; Steve with the radio station and 

Wanda with a local middle school where she 

taught science to sixth graders. 

“It’s hard to make a living farming,” Wanda said. 

“Having a job to fall back on helps.” 



worlds if that’s what you want. 

3. Get involved in your community. 

Steve has nurtured many social connections over the 

years through his singing. The Grinders Switch 

Ensemble gets invitations to perform at events ranging 

from community fundraisers and festivals to weddings 

and funerals. 

Wanda and Steve are actively involved with the 

Nunnelly United Methodist Church, which her 

grandparents built and her parents brought her to as a 

child. 

Goodwill goes a long way in a small town. 

For example, the Grinders Switch Hour will periodically 

invite guest musicians to perform. It gives them 

exposure to a live audience and a larger radio audience. 

Many are singer/songwriters who appreciate a chance 

to share their talent. But, as the show’s founder, Charlie 

Garner, used to say, “Leave your ego at the door.”

When you are welcomed by a small community, you 

should consider it an honor and make every effort not to 

disrespect its people—and should certainly not think 

less of them because of the county’s size or perceived 

lack of income. 

Get to know them, and they’ll want to get to know you. 

4. When you make it, share it. 

The first thing I noticed when I walked 

through the screen door of Steve and Wanda’s 

house was the friendliest rooster I had ever 

met. He had made a home on their porch after 

the rest of the flock disowned him—for what 

reason, I couldn’t readily identify. 

The second thing I noticed were the fixtures 

and furniture, which were either handcrafted 

from wood, or handmade like the placemats 

tracing the edges of the dining room table 

where we conversated. 

These were special because Wanda’s mom 

sewed them before she died. 

Wanda takes great pride in her family history. 

You can see it in the way she clutches the 

thick binder that holds her family’s Century 

Farm application; she plans to pass it on to her 

great-nieces when they get old enough or 

inherit the property. 

When talking about her grandparents her 

voice shifts into a lighter, softer tone, as if she 

were speaking to a baby or a beloved pet. The 

words she recites were printed in the 

Nashville Banner over a century ago: “Once 

upon a time in 1912, W.H. Fox and Clare Lou 

Hunter got married. This is one time the Fox 

caught the Hunter. They moved to Possum 

Hollow and raised a bunch of little Foxes.” 

Wanda loves Boer/Nubian 

crossbred goats. | Gabrielle Reed



This country road they live off of—this land they 

received from Wanda’s parents—is a gift, and they 

share it as if it’s not theirs to keep. 

“Nature is healing and being on the land is healing. So 

we like to do a country experience where we bring 

people here, we invite families to come,” Wanda said. 

Wanda cleared a pathway so the parents of 

handicapped children at her school could drive right up 

to the barn, that way all of the children could 

experience the joy of having a baby goat placed in their 

lap. 

“One of them had never touched a horse,” she said. “We 

have church at our barn and we do have hayrides and 

bonfires.” 

Steve and Wanda Turner love this view from their home because they can watch 

the goats and horse from the comfort of their porch. | Gabrielle Reed

One Final Parting Gift 

No one leaves the Turner house empty-handed or 

starved for anything—be it love, food, or reassurance 

that you’re in good hands with God and that your 

talents are special. 

It’s only fitting then that this story ends with a 

heartwarming quote to inspire you along your journey 

of self-sufficiency, community-building, and passion-

seeking. 

“I think farming gives you passion for life and 

commitment,” Wanda said. “You learn that your life has 

ups and downs. It’s not always going to be good, but it’s 

not always going to be bad.” 



Is environmental sustainability compatible with individual 
liberty?

We believe that the two go hand in hand.

Many of the societal and environmental problems we find 
coming to a head are the direct result of over-consolidation of 
power and wealth, and we posit that the solutions lie in 
returning to small, cohesive communities.

We are building this vision in the beautiful Highland Rim of 
Middle Tennessee. Learning from the successes and failures of 
planned communities throughout the past centuries, we're 
creating a place where people can live self-sufficient, healthy, 
resilient, and cooperative lives without compromising 
independence.

We want to live, work, and raise families in a way that restores 
damaged ecosystems, regenerates people, and improves the 
world, far from the systems of mega-cities, totalitarianism, and 
environmental degradation.

Sponsored by

Sovereign Village 
Project

Learn More About the Community

https://www.sovereignvillageproject.com/


On a farm in Hickman County, Tennessee, Wanda 

Turner has been raising goats for 18 years. Goats 

are both an entertaining pastime and a financial 

sideline for Wanda, who introduces her goats to her 

church family and former students and sells some 

off to area farmers who are just getting started on 

their operations. 

GOATS,
A LOVE STORY



I am a retired Hickman County sixth grade science teacher living with my husband, Steve, on the 
Fox Family Century Farm where I was born and raised. I have always been a tomboy, working 
with tractors and machinery, beef cattle, market hogs and riding Quarter horses in barrel racing 
competitions at rodeos and horse shows. In 2003, I got interested in goats. This is how I got 
started.

I bought two little female pygmy goats from my barrel-racing friend, Beverly Truett. They were 
sweet pets, and I kept them in the same barn and pasture with our Quarter horses. My young 
niece had horses on the farm, and she wanted goats, too, so my brother, Daryl Fox, bought her 
two pregnant half Boer/half Nubian females (does). 

To make a long story short, her goats would get through the fence to come and visit my goats. No 
matter how many times we took them back, they kept returning. I had bought a 30/30 deer hunting 
rifle from Daryl to give to Steve for our first wedding anniversary. (So romantic! But he also gave 
me a big John Deere 5510 tractor for our 30th wedding anniversary, so we know each other well!). 

by Wanda Turner



Steve only used the gun one season, so Daryl said, 

“I’ll trade you these two goats for that 30/30 rifle.” 

And that was my unlikely introduction into raising 

goats 18 years ago. I’ve been in love ever since. 

People often hold one of my adorable baby goats 

(kids) and ask questions about why I raise goats 

and how I keep them healthy. I am not a 

veterinarian, but these are some things I have 

learned from professionals, from other goat 

farmers, and from years of experience. There are 

also many websites with excellent information, too.

Find your breed

I like Boer/Nubian crossbred goats because the 

Boer breed is a large meat-type goat that gives 

birth easily and has good mothering instincts. The 

Nubian breed is a dairy goat that has plenty of milk 

to raise multiple healthy kids. So, I get the best 

qualities of both breeds. Does usually have twins, 

and sometimes triplets, so a healthy, attentive 

mother is essential. A few years ago, we had three 

sets of triplets born in one day. Everybody survived 

and thrived, including us!  

Many farmers specialize in purebred or registered 

goats depending on their interest. I breed my 

crossbred does to purebred Boer or Nubian bucks 

and that works best for me. We breed in October 

and, with a gestation period of five months, the 

does will give birth to kids in early March.

Enjoy the excitement of birth

Not many people get to see a birth. It is a 

mesmerizing event. 

How does a first-time mother know to lick her 

baby and “talk” to it? The instinctive behavior is 

amazing. Within twenty to thirty minutes, the wet 

newborn will struggle to its feet, nurse, and begin 

to dry off while the mother gives constant 

attention. Within an hour at least one, and 

sometimes two, more will be born, and the mother 

takes care of all of them. 

Steve and I are ready with supplies and knowledge, 

but most of this usually happens without our 

assistance. We never get tired of the excitement of 

seeing the color of the baby and determining 

whether it is a boy or girl. It is a privilege to see 

nature at its best. 

Steve and I love our goats and enjoy the young 

babies. Visitors want to hold them, pet them, 

watch them, and take pictures with them. Young 

children and elderly people seem especially drawn 

to the soft, playful, beautiful babies. Caring for 

them is time-consuming, expensive, frustrating, 

exciting, and very rewarding. They grow fast.

Goats act like people 

Every goat has a unique personality just like 

humans—shy, friendly, bossy. They are herd 

animals, and you must have at least two goats for 

companionship. All of my breeding does have 

people names: Lindsey, Lucille, Stella, Stevie Nicks, 

and triplet sisters Mary, Kate, and Ashley. 

  

It is important to feed at least once daily and pay 

close attention to the behavior of each goat. Most 

of the time, goats are very healthy, but if a goat is 

not eating, standing by itself, or not acting 

normally, you have a sick goat and it needs 

immediate attention.

Submitted by Wanda Turner



Mothers are very protective of their environment. 

A month ago, I happened to see a red fox chasing 

one of our small bantam roosters near the barn. 

The goats saw the commotion and the whole herd

—mothers and babies—lowered their horns and 

started chasing the fox! He would circle, trying to 

sneak around them to get to the chickens and the 

goats weren’t having that. This went on for several 

minutes until the fox gave the goats a disgusted 

look, turned and walked away, panting from all the 

exertion that had yielded no chicken supper. 

Mothers are very protective of their babies. Once, I 

saw a big coyote approaching the goat herd in the 

pasture. Recognizing the danger, the five mothers 

herded their 12 babies into a group behind 

them.  Then the mothers turned to face the 

coyote.  They all lowered their horns, glared at him, 

and started to snort and paw the ground. Some of 

them reared on their hind legs, pointing their horns 

at him. They were magnificent! The coyote gave up, 

turned tail and ran away. That was an 

unforgettable sight to see.

On the other hand, Steve and I are usually in the 

stall during the births and the mothers are not 

upset at all. They trust us with their newborns at 

their most vulnerable time.

Make money from raising goats

Raising goats is a small business for us. I sell the 

four-to-five-month-old weaned kids mainly to 

other farmers who plan to breed them and 

increase their own herd. Goat meat, which is used 

in many authentic Mexican dishes, is very 

nutritious and low in calories, fat, and cholesterol. 

Some people milk their Nubians because goat milk 

and cheese is easier to digest than cow’s milk and is 

good for people with allergies. The pH of goat milk 

is very similar to the pH of human skin which is 

why goat milk soap is such a natural, gentle, silky 

skin cleanser. Some people raise a breed of goat to 

sell for their hair and fiber. Some people use goats 

to clear overgrown farmland because goats like to 

eat bushes, vines, and leaves, and some people just 

keep goats as pets.

Goats love to climb and hate to get their feet 

muddy. Watching them run and jump in the pasture 

is endless entertainment. And who can resist those 

goat yoga videos?

  

To learn more about health, housing, feeding, 

breeding, and marketing, explore websites and talk 

with someone who has experience living and 

working with these beautiful, versatile, interesting 

animals. Just remember, you may fall in love!

Submitted by Wanda Turner



How to Talk 
About 
Permaculture 
with Begiiners
Take a cue from the 
marketing industry 

As I continue to meet new people in the permaculture 

community through my interviews for Finding Country, I 

have noticed a common complaint: they feel isolated.

One woman from Summertown, Tennessee told me, “It’s 

like nobody speaks the language.” 

In the countless nooks and crannies of the internet, like-

minded individuals can find virtual camaraderie around 

any hobby or interest. However, many permaculture 

enthusiasts I speak with say they still struggle to educate, 

entertain, and inspire others in face-to-face 

conversation.

Why We Need a Better Way to Bring Up Permaculture 

Because permaculture is part design and part science, it is  difficult to explain to someone unfamiliar with the concept. 

Despite the obstacles, it may be worthwhile for permaculture practitioners to think more about how they explain 

permaculture for several reasons: 

• We are not only trying to convince farmers; we are trying to convince the general public that permaculture is a path 

toward ending our destructive behavior toward the environment. 

• People are bombarded with conflicting messaging everyday. The FDA tells them raw milk is dangerous, while a local 

dairy owner says it is safe if they take appropriate precautions. These people deserve a voice they can trust. 

• This is about empowering the average person. Permaculture is possible with very little means, making it an accessible 

alternative to input-heavy gardening. When anyone can grow their own food without destroying the soil for future 

generations, a new kind of generational wealth is created.

With the right approach you could be the one who finally connects the dots for someone who could benefit from 

practicing permaculture. 

A Conversational Roadmap for Introducing Permaculture to Others



So, how do you get through people who have never 

heard of the word permaculture? For starters, drop 

the name “permaculture.” At least for now. 

Like bureaucratic acronyms and buzzwords you’d 

hear during a business meeting, the word is 

meaningless to a person unfamiliar with the 

concept. 

If you were teaching someone how to build a 

house, would you start by asking them to frame an 

entire wall? Or would it make more sense to start 

small, and ask them to hammer a nail into a 4x4? 

Marketing strategists will tell you about the 

“buyer’s journey”—the industry process for 

structuring the message so it meets the customer 

at their current level of understanding how a 

product or service might fit into their lives. 

While you may not be trying to sell a product or 

service when speaking to others about 

permaculture, you are trying to sell an idea. 

If you consider every conversation about 

permaculture in this transactional sort of way, you 

will better understand the perceptions, 

understanding, and engagement of potential 

permaculture enthusiasts.

The stripped-down version of the buyer’s journey 

is three parts: awareness, consideration, and 

decision1. 

Other diagrams of the buyer’s journey include 

intermediary steps between each stage, such as 

interest, intent, and evaluation2. I believe 

awareness and interest, consideration and intent, 

and evaluation and decision are too intertwined to 

break apart into new stages of the journey. 

I prefer the simplified version because, as 

permaculture shows us, less usually ends up being 

more. 

The buyer’s journey will serve as a template for my 

conversational roadmap for introducing others to 

permaculture. 

AWARENESS

In the awareness stage, a person is struggling with 

a problem and may be actively suffering or 

inconvenienced. 

If you run a permaculture operation and someone 

comes to you for help, they have likely become 

aware of the sensitivities in our food supply system 

and are seeking basic advice from someone who 

knows how to grow food. That person is probably 

not asking because you are an expert 

permaculturist (I know I just poked a few egos 

there). This is why it’s best not to come out the 

gate using complex terms and vague jargon. 

The most important point here is this: know who 

you are talking to about permaculture. 

In my eyes, a person who has never heard of 

permaculture and a person who isn’t practicing 

permaculture principles are the same person. Both 

should be approached in the same manner, using a 

technique that has worked for more than 30,000 

years. 

Tell a story. Many people with permaculture 

knowledge attempt to tell others what 

permaculture is by discussing techniques. They will 

immediately refer to the swales they have dug, the 

water collection system they are building, or the 

composting toilet they use. Woah, buddy! Too 

much, too soon.

Your conversational partner probably isn’t far 

enough in their permaculture research to 

appreciate the methodology. They need to hear 

something from you about the potential—the 

endless possibilities for them on the road to 

permaculture. 

People are inherently selfish.

We want to know what’s in it for us. Why should 

we change our behavior? Your response can’t 

simply be “because it improves the planet.” If that 

quip worked, we would have solved our 

environmental issues ages ago.



A proper introduction to permaculture could look like this: 

Permaculture newbie: What is permaculture? 

You: Permaculture has many components and is often personalized to the individual or group that practices it. 

Take my friend, Suzie, for example. She stopped buying food from the grocery store after buying a string of rotten 

tomatoes. 

 She decided to start growing tomatoes on her half acre lot in Seattle. As she began researching how to best care for 

her tomato plant from seed to harvest, she became uncomfortable with the notion that she might have to spray 

poison and destroy the soil through tilling. 

 Eventually she discovered an alternative method of gardening that favored natural elements over man-made 

products and equipment that would be harmful to the environment and her health. 

Now, she spends less money on inputs for her garden and she has peace of mind knowing the food she eats is clean, 

organic, and helping to regenerate the earth as it grows.

Permaculture newbie: So it’s a different gardening method? 

You: Sort of. It’s actually a design philosophy, which Suzie started implementing when she realized she could find 

similar alternatives to other goods she consumed like meat, water, and electricity. 

Telling a story to someone in the awareness stage of a new concept allows the communicator (you) to share the 

benefits of the concept without coming across as a college professor, lecturing about responsibility when you 

should be motivating around possibility. 



CONSIDERATION 

In the consideration stage, your conversational partner is now sold on the idea of 

permaculture being a solution to their problem. Now, they need to explore solutions. 

Share helpful resources: There are many great educational YouTube videos, books, and even 

free classes in the digital universe for those learning about permaculture. The key here is to 

not overwhelm. Find out what specific part of the permaculture world a person is interested 

in, and guide them towards one or two resources which suit their goals. 

My go-to suggestions when asked about permaculture are Ruth Stout’s book, The No-Work 

Garden, or Geoff Lawton’s Greening the Desert Project. Both of these resources have great 

informational value, and are quite entertaining. 

DECISION

Finally, in the decision stage the person you have been in contact with has explored the 

avenues you provided and has hopefully done more of their own research. 

They are ready to start practicing permaculture, but should be careful to choose a starting 

point that is manageable for themselves and applicable to their particular property and 

situation. 

Be a consultant. In this stage you can serve as a consultant. Share your own experiences 

developing your property or helping others develop theirs. 

Focus on specific objectives the person has for their project. One person might prioritize 

water and land management. Another might need help deciding between Hugelkultur beds 

and layer gardening.

Active Listening is Your Friend 

You may have a lot of enthusiasm and passion for permaculture, and that’s great! However 

that enthusiasm and passion can be a hindrance to those just beginning to navigate the 

world of permaculture. 

The next time someone asks you about permaculture, consider the buyer’s journey and 

focus on helping them solve their problems instead of pushing your own ideas. An 

educational approach driven by active listening will make you and the permaculture 

community more approachable for new audiences. 
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GARDENING TIPS FROM GREAT 
DEPRESSION GRANDPARENTS

If you’re like me, you’ve already harvested a few early spring crops like kales, lettuces, and 

radishes. But if you haven’t touched your garden yet, don’t worry. There’s still plenty of time!

In fact, Google searches about gardening don’t begin ramping up until April each year. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, interest in gardening content on the internet has steadily declined 

since April 2004, when Google first began tracking trends in search results. 

The surge in interest we saw at the beginning of the pandemic was short-lived. As more and 

more people receive COVID-19 vaccinations, the concern is waning despite recent 

headlines about shortages of products ranging from ketchup to chicken. 



Why did Americans give up control of their food supply so 

quickly? The answer could be found in Jim Gerrish’s book, 

Kick the Hay Habit, which I started reading this month.

I noticed a parallel to the situation we find ourselves in 

today. Hay farmers once faced a    dilemma created by 

evolving technology, which could be an important lesson in 

adaptation. 

Prior to the invention of modern tools like compact 

tractors and hay balers, every part of the process for 

manufacturing hay was time-consuming and hard labor. 

New machines were invented to make such tasks easier 

and less obtrusive to a farmer’s daily life. Suddenly, 

farmers were able to produce far more hay in less time, 

which increased the supply while dropping the price of a 

hay bale. In the process, however, the cost to produce hay 

climbed. 

Making hay was no longer profitable. 

Tending a garden is also time-consuming and hard labor. 

Before the stock market crashed in October 1929, the 

unemployment rate was a jaw-dropping 3.2 %—it hasn’t 

been that low in the past 30 years. I imagine many folks 

were too busy at their factory and office jobs to worry too 

much about tending a garden. They probably assumed the 

grocery store would always have what they needed. So, 

why waste precious time doing this type of work—without 

certainty that their seeds would even germinate—when 

they could clock in and out within 9 hours each day and be 

guaranteed a paycheck every two weeks? 

Slate magazine interviewed Anastasia Day, a University of 

Delaware graduate student, in 2020 about her 

dissertation on victory gardens. She said that 1920 was 

the first year the Census recorded more people living in 

cities than rural centers. 

“People who lived in cities didn’t have direct connection to 

gardening, except maybe vague memories from childhood,” 

she added. 

Recent harvest from our garden in Middle 

Tennessee. | Submitted by Matt Hundley

The Great Depression put American families in a 

vulnerable position where they needed to develop 

independent food production in the midst of economic 

collapse--which meant tools and supplies were harder to 

come by. 

As each new generation is born and    the few remaining 

Great Depression survivors pass away, our society is 

further removed from the experience of self-sufficiency. 

Traits like frugality are rare in our modern consumerist 

culture, which weeds out Baby Boomer ideology like 

dandelions in a front yard. A fitting comparison, as 

dandelions are actually a highly-beneficial plant to have in 

your yard. 

Similar to the way dandelions freely provide benefits for 

us, the oldest living generation shares gardening 

knowledge that comes from surviving a decade of 

widespread poverty. 

I reached out to homesteading and gardening friends 

across the country to collect some of the tips and advice 

passed down to them from their elders.

1 Plant corn when the dogwood 
blooms.
Tip from Jodie Murphy Smith



This tip from Jodie’s grandparent about when to plant 

corn stuck with her. Most of the year dogwoods are 

quite inconspicuous and might look like any other tree 

to the untrained eye. But in late March or early April, 

dogwoods bloom with a mass of white flowers that is 

impossible to ignore. They are a great visual cue for 

gardeners. 

It is said that Native American tribes timed their 

planting according to the dogwood blooms. There could 

be a scientific rationale for this as well. Corn typically 

grows best when the temperature is between 75 to 86 

degrees Fahrenheit. Dogwoods begin blooming about 

the same time temperatures begin rising. 

I find it fascinating that this piece of ancient wisdom 

was passed between indigenous peoples and the early 

European settlers.

The prevailing wind comes from the west to move 

pollen released by these plants east across the row to 

aid pollination of female flowers and plant growth. 

2 Plant your rows from east to 
west. 
Tip from Gloria Brizuela 

Conventional wisdom would suggest that you plant the 

rows in your garden running north to south. If you want 

every row to get the same amount of sunlight during the 

day, this is the best orientation. 

To the contrary, Gloria’s grandparents suggested that she 

plant her rows from east to west. I was skeptical too, so I 

did some research. I found that this method is preferred 

for gardeners who like to plant early and want to be 

prepared for a potential cold snap, because this 

orientation helps the  rows collect and store heat1. 

This made me wonder if gardeners were less concerned 

about waiting for the last frost date when their food 

supply for the year depended on getting plants in the 

ground as early as possible. They likely took plant deaths a 

little easier than most modern gardeners, who avoid 

planting straight into the ground before temperatures are 

consistently above freezing. 

Another instance when you might choose an east to west 

orientation for your garden would be when planting wind-

pollinated crops such as corn, beets, spinach, and Swiss 

chard—all members of the Chenopodiaceae family. 

3 Keep clothespins in the garden 
for shaping plants.
Tip from Erica Alyse

Both cabbage and cauliflower require a bit of 

maintenance as they grow. To get the perfect round 

shape of both, you have to drape the outer leaves 

around the heads. This also prevents sun damage to the 

leaves. 

Erica explained how her grandmother would use 

clothespins on cabbage “to gather the leaves into a 

bunch around the center to help force the buds to 

create a rounded head” and on cauliflower to protect 

against yellowing caused by exposure to sunlight. 

“Same concept of just gathering larger leaves to help 

create a shade screen,” she added. 

4 Don’t grow it if you aren’t 
going to eat it 
Tip from Erica Alyse

Although Nigeria, Greece, and Iraq top the charts2 on 

the amount of food that goes to waste in their country, 

the United States still manages to generate 130 pounds 

per capita of wasted food. 

A 2020 survey conducted by The American Dairy 

Association Mideast found that the average American 

family throws away3 one-third of the food they buy 

each year. 

Sobering statistics on food waste aside, the practicality 

of this tip cannot be overstated. There’s no reason to 

pack precious garden space with a bunch of vegetables 

you or your kids don’t like to eat. 



5 Reuse everything 
Tip from Connie Gage

Connie Gage’s grandmother taught her to reuse 

everything. 

During the Great Depression, families often could not 

afford to buy goods. Many people lost their jobs as the 

unemployment rate rose above 18%, and according to the 

1940 census the average income4 was just above $1,300. 

Although Connie’s grandmother was young during the 

Great Depression, she remembers her parents’ cost-

saving techniques. Connie shared these techniques with 

us: 

“Pantyhose too badly torn to repair and wear? Cut them 

up, and use them to secure plants to the trellis. Milk jugs 

make good miniature green houses. Dented jar lids make 

good row markers, as do used popsicle sticks.”

7 There are natural ways to 
keep bugs away 
Tip from Ronnie Hatchett and 
Gloria Brizuela

Foods from commercial growers in the United States 

almost certainly are cultivated using pesticides. A 2017 

report from Investigate Midwest found that out of the 400 

agricultural pesticides sprayed on our produce, 150 have 

been identified by the World Health Organization as 

hazardous to human health6.  

To be sure, not many folks in the Great Depression were 

growing their own food solely because of commercial 

pesticide use. There’s an obvious benefit in terms of cost-

savings when the only material you have to buy to grow all 

of your food is seeds. But even if they weren’t putting 

much money into their gardens, they still needed to 

increase the output of their investment. It was important 

that Great Depression gardners have cheap ways to repel 

pests and other predators who might eye their gardens 

like an all-you-can-eat buffet. 

Ronnie and Gloria passed down these tips from their 

grandparents who lived through the Great Depression: 

• Use dried tobacco leaves: Ronnie Hatchett’s 

grandmother “would find dried tobacco leaves in the barn 

from the previous year and crumble them up and sprinkle 

them over seed to keep bugs and worms.” If you live in 

North Carolina, Kentucky, or Virginia, you might have 

more access to tobacco plants. Tennessee, Georgia, South 

Carolina, and Pennsylvania are also among the leading 

tobacco producing states7. You can grow tobacco in dry, 

warm places, but it will suffer if you get too much rainy or 

cold weather. 

• Use sunflowers and zinnias: Gloria’s grandparents 

passed down wisdom about companion planting, which is a 

well-known strategy for preventing pests.” Plant 

sunflowers in your corners and zinnias near your veggies 

to bring in the bees and keep out the beetles.” 

6 Plant broken eggs under your 
tomatoes and squash 
Tip from Erica Alyse

Calcium is just as important to plant development as it is 

to humans. Chock full of calcium carbonate, egg shells are 

a perfect source of the mineral.. The cause of blossom end 

rot can be linked to a calcium imbalance.

In a Q&A from Gardens Alive!, the host shared this 

method of supplying tomato plants with calcium through 

eggshells5: 

“When you plant your tomatoes, dig a deep hole, pull off 

the bottom leaves and plant half the stem in the ground--

where it will grow auxiliary roots. Then crush the shells of 

a dozen eggs over top of the root ball, cover with compost 

or soil and that's it. No more blossom end rot.” 

Other plants that are prone to blossom end rot are squash, 

cucumber, pepper, eggplant, and melon. You’ll know you’re 

dealing with blossom end rot if you see a brown spot on 

the end of these plants. Providing calcium to these 

vegetables with eggs will keep them from rotting out. 



8 Preserve food you produce in 
abundance 
Tip from Erica Alyse

• Use chicken poop: If you raise chickens on your property, 

you can also take advantage of this Great Depression tip 

from Gloria’s grandparents. “Burn your chicken squat in 

piles around in your garden to smoke out the creepy 

crawlies.” 

Food preservation is one of the final steps of the gardening 

process. Erica’s grandmother taught her everything she 

knows about how to preserve foods. 

“Bury your potatoes in straw in plastic bins to keep them 

from sprouting.” Straw provides warmth to potatoes that 

would otherwise sprout if they are exposed to a cool, dark, 

or moisture-heavy environment. 

“Bury your beets and carrots in dirt.” It’s no problem if you 

plant more beets and carrots than you can consume. These 

root vegetables can be preserved in the ground 

throughout the year, so you can pick them as you need 

them. Food safety measures were also topics of discussion 

between Erica and her grandmother. She specifically 

recalls her grandmother’s reminders to pressure can 

vegetables, a measure taken in the name of food safety. 

Stripping down your gardening needs 

New brands show up on the garden market every day. 

They develop new products that make it easier to 

accomplish tasks, limit the amount of time spent in the 

garden, or provide shortcuts to achieving optimal plant 

health. 

 While advancements are convenient, they aren’t always 

accessible or conducive to the relationship we want to 

cultivate with our gardens. It’s helpful to review the 

gardening tactics of a generation who was forced to 

produce their own food on a shoestring budget. 

Perhaps it’s a reminder that we were meant to work with 

nature’s limitations instead of seeking higher yields and 

more unique crops through unsustainable and unhealthy 

means. 
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Rural 
Trends

APRIL

Editor’s Note: In this month’s Rural Trends, we’re 

scratching the surface of a very important topic: small 

farming. Whether you’re thinking about selling your 

extra produce at farmer’s markets or to friends and 

family this summer or have your sight set on buying land 

to graze a couple dozen cattle, the rise of small farming 

is a trend you should follow as it continues to develop. 

Is small farming making a comeback? 

The younger generation could be starting another trend, 

and we promise it’s better than TikTok videos and “ok, 

boomer.” A recent article in the Wisconsin Examiner 

chronicled the stories of two farmers under 40 who 

have built successful businesses off fewer than 40 acres. 

They started these companies as a reaction to big ag, 

which is increasingly under economic and social 

pressure. 

The problems that face big factory farms are large and 

looming: 

• Polarizing agricultural and land use practices 

• Reluctance or inability to sell products directly to 

consumers 

• Reliance on government subsidies and bank loans to 

cover losses and finance expensive equipment 

• Decreased demand for particular products like dairy 

It would take a massive rehaul of our food system, a 

drastic change in individual business models, or groups 

of ambitious young people with very green “green 

thumbs” to support local and regional markets to 

counteract these problems. 

The USDA considers any farm that makes 

under $250,000 a small farm. 

Although 91% of the country’s farms are 

small, 85% of our food is generated on large 

farms. While small farms might not be as 

profitable as large farms, they don’t represent 

a suck on taxpayers since they usually are not 

eligible for government subsidies. Growers of 

corn, soybeans, wheat, cotton, and rice 

receive the most funding from public sources, 

which also happen to be the materials used to 

create products Americans are prone to 

wasting or throwing away. 

Small farms are able to grow niche products 

like perennials or trees that may take longer 

to produce in a large capacity, but drive larger 

profit margins than quicker-growing crops. 

As people lose faith in our global and national 

food supply chain, demand greater 

transparency in the way the food they 

consume is produced, and move back to rural 

areas, the role of the small farmer will become 

crucial to our communities. 

Despite common wisdom, young people are 

the perfect conduits of this new agricultural 

future because they haven’t inherited a 

system that relies on government subsidies 

and their newness to the business allows 

them to view it with fresh eyes.



For decades, young people have watched greedy 

corporations turn green pastures into dust, all for 

virtually nothing since nearly 50% of farm income is 

propped up by the government. 

Small farmers are more open to regenerative 

agriculture and permaculture practices, which have 

been proven by business owners like Curtis Stone and 

Geoff Lawton to not only provide individuals with a 

living, but also improve the nutrition of local 

communities—all without burdening the public through 

forced donations in the form of taxes. 

The problems associated with factory farms and the 

younger generation’s response to them begs the 

question: was farming ever meant to become a large-

scale production? 

Curtis Stone reflects on his past 10 years of urban farming in a recent video. | 

Screenshot from Urban Farmer Curtis Stone YouTube Channel. 

In the next issue of Finding Country, we talk with 

farmers big and small about how they perceive their 

industry and what they believe the future will bring. 

 

"I became obsessed 

with looking for 

alternative ways to 

live on this planet in a 

sustainable way. I felt 

like I had to take 

control of my life so 

that I could simply live 

by my values." - Curtis 

Stone

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fP8u95WzTuc
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