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Overbay family built on past to create its future
‘Our background set
us up for success’
By JANE W. GRAHAM
AFP Correspondent

Andy and Andrea Overbay spent much of their time working in the now-empty dairy farm buildings early in their marriage that
began nearly 36 years ago. When it became hard to find help, they sold the herd and switched careers. The Virginia Tech Dairy
Science graduates used their abilities to launch successful new careers. Andy became an Extension agent and Andrea became a
biology teacher. That was 20 years ago and they are enjoying their jobs.
Photo by Jane W. Graham

CHILHOWIE, Va. — Virginia
Middlefork Farm in Smythe County
is home to a family that has made a
success of farming by embracing life
and change since the land was purchased in 1949.
Andy Overbay, a Smythe County
dairy Extension agent, and his wife,
Andrea, a Chilhowie High School
biology teacher, run the farm today.
“Ours is a history of periodic reinvention from a vocational point,”
Andy said. “I think that because we
were willing to roll with the punches,
it allowed us to not change who we
were, what we stood for and where we
made our stand.”
The family had a long run in the
dairy business but Andy said before
the dairy his parents made changes.
“The total past of our family shows
that when changes were called for, we
made them,” he said.
He traced that past to the time when
his mom, who will be 91 in June, and
See OVERBAY
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GENERATIONS
O F S U CC E SS

Spring apple blossoms appear on transplanted tree grafts in the cleared part of
Sangfroid Distillery’s orchard near Cumberland, Md.
Photo courtesy Jeff Harner

Harner, Sangfroid Distillery
tap into old apple orchard
By JONATHAN CRIBBS
Associate Editor

You value growing the legacy of your farm.
We value guiding families like yours toward that legacy.
When you’re ready to take the next step, reach out to our team.

888.339.3334 | mafc.com |

HYATTSVILLE, Md. — Jeff Harner’s journey to owning an old,
rescued apple orchard in Western
Maryland began about five years ago
on the Internet.
The 37-year-old federal government worker, who had decided that
the successful distillation of his own
spirits also required the production of

his own apples, had balked at the astronomical land prices he found near
his home in Montgomery County.
“Ten, 12 thousand dollars an acre
just for untouched land that I would
have to turn into an orchard,” he said
earlier this month, standing behind his
bar at Sangfroid Distillery in Prince
George’s County.
See SANGFROID
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Thank You x 10!
With thousands of hungry Marylanders struggling daily to acquire fresh
produce, the Maryland Food Bank’s Farm to Food Bank partners are
essential to bridging nutritional gaps in food-insecure communities.
The food bank extends a warm “thank you” to the following farms
whose decade-long contributions have been vital to ensuring the
program’s ten successful growing seasons:
Arnold Farms (11 years)

Godfrey’s Farm

B & K Farms

Hay Jay Acres

Bartenfelder Farms

Taylor’s Produce

Clayton Farms

University of MD Extension

First Fruits Farms (11 years)

WesCo Farms

Join Us!

To help make fresh produce accessible for all Marylanders, please reach out to Amy Cawley,
Farm to Food Bank Coordinator, at acawley@mdfoodbank.org or (443) 735-0757.
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Laurel Grain Company serves farmers through 56 years
By SEAN CLOUGHERTY
Managing Editor

LAUREL, Del. — Just a year after
incorporating and building the initial
grain handling facility in 1965, Laurel
Grain Company, started by a group of
area farmers each putting up $5,000
per share for its launch, needed to
double its capacity.
The success of its first year drew
more farmers interested in storing
grain for a later sale and a more convenient outlet during harvest.
“I think it surprised a lot of them,”
said Tom Wright, longtime board
member whose father was an initial
shareholder in the company. “You
have to think, at the time to put up
$5,000, that was a pile of money.”
In the next decades, the company’s
capacity continued a steady increase
to now hold more than 3 million
bushels of corn, soybeans and wheat.
Now entering its 56th year, longtime shareholders and board members
said those continual expansions have
helped keep the facility relevant and
competitive but more than that, its
farmers and shareholders holding
to the shared mission of serving the
area’s agriculture has kept it thriving.
Laurel Grain Company was born
out of a general meeting on May 28,
1965 of farmers including former
Delaware Gov. Elbert N. Carvel.
Wright said farmers then had
many options to sell crops but as more
farmers added combines to their operations, the increase of shelled grain
led to more waiting in line at area feed
mills at harvesttime.

Longtime employees and board members have been key in Laurel Grain Company’s sustained success, including Dawn
Brittingham who has worked there 38 years and Burton Messick, middle, who has served 30 years on the board and doubled
as the company’s grain manager at two different times while president. Grain manager Keith Steininger, right, joined the
company in 2019.
Photo by Sean Clougherty

Having their own storage was
attractive to the farmers as well, just
as it is now, in being able to capture
a better price during other times in
the year.
That summer, tanks, a dryer, ele-

vator and scale were built on land purchased from the Southern Delaware
Truck Growers’ Association behind
the Laurel Auction Block and by fall
the company started receiving grain
and has not stopped operating since.

In its 56-year history, Laurel Grain Company has expanded several times to meet the needs of its shareholders and stay
competitive in the market.
Photo by Sean Clougherty

In the years after Laurel Grain
began, other farmer-owned elevators
popped up throughout Delmarva but
none have had the same longevity.
“We were a good example of what
could be done,” Wright said. “The
board members over the years were
not concerned for just themselves but
for what was good for the farming
community.”
The company now has 110 shareholders owning 295 shares with about
50 active members storing grain at the
facility, according to Burton Messick,
a Laurel farmer and company president since 2007.
Each share entitles the farmer to
store 5,000 bushels of grain at the
facility.
Messick said Laurel Grain now has
twice the capacity for what shares are
sold as growers also can rent storage
on top of what their shares buy.
“Nowadays, most farmers have
two or three shares but store maybe
75,000 bushels,” Messick said. “We
do it all. We buy, we sell, storage,
we’re a complete service. We have
succeeded and thrived over the years.”
Keeping the facility up-to-date and
efficient, especially during harvest,
has been one key to it lasting for
generations.
Messick said on average, it takes
a truck 30-45 minutes to unload and
get back to the field, noting on their
busiest day, some 200 trucks went
across the scale.
“We can move people in and out of
here pretty quick,” he said. “We can
handle 150,000 bushels a day without
any problem.”
See LAUREL
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Get the most "Dough"
from your wheat and
barley crops with a

$TRONG FINI$H!

Disease and Insect control with a fine-tuned plant nutrition
program to optimize yield and reduce the risk of late season
yield and quality loss - all with a more flexible application
window!
HOW IT WORKS:
Willard developed the Strong Finish Program for small grains to offer their customers a complete package that
maximizes their return on investment by increasing yield and offering a sizeable package discount.

WHY IT WORKS:
We’ve studied thousands of local tissue samples to develop the most effective plant nutrition package for the MidAtlantic small grain grower – Foliomate Grain. When used in combination with Miravis Ace, you get more power
and stamina from Adepidyn® fungicide – the first and only SDHI for control of head scab. This gives you an
application window from 50% head emergence to flowering, so you can plan ahead and take the stress out of
treating head scab with excellent performance.

Contact your Willard representative today for more information or call one of our five locations:
Greenwood, DE (302) 270-9081
Lynch, MD (410) 708-0927

Mt. Airy, MD (240) 446-4345
Frederick, MD (240) 446-1357

Marion, PA (240) 446-1356

Product performance assumes disease presence.
Important: Always read and follow label instructions. Some products may not be registered for sale or use in all states or counties. Please check with your local
extension service to ensure registration status. Warrior II with Zeon Technology are Restricted Use Pesticides. The trademarks or service marks displayed or otherwise
used herein are the property of a Syngenta Group Company. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.
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Farm museum depicts early Virginia homestead
By ROCKY WOMACK
AFP Correspondent

FERRUM, Va. — Imagine watching a farmer pulling the reins of two
oxen that are plowing his garden, or
seeing a blacksmith forming tools
with heat and iron, or tasting freshbaked bread straight out of an openhearth oven.
Likely, you might not see this today
on a typical farm, but that’s how a
middle-class family lived on an 1800s
German ancestry Virginia farmstead.
“By the 1800s, the frontier had come
and went through here,” says Bethany
Worley, director of the Blue Ridge Institute & Museum (BRIM) at Ferrum
College, which was established in
1913 and is a four-year, private liberal
arts college of about 1,000 students in
Ferrum, Va.
“There were no native Americans
in this area by then,” Worley says. “It
was just people coming here finding
land that was similar to where they
were from and making a life for
themselves.”
The Blue Ridge Institute and Museum was established in 1973 by
donors and grants, and the Blue Ridge
Farm Museum was constructed in
1979, Worley indicates.
See MUSEUM
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Bethany Worley, director of the Blue Ridge Institute & Museum in Ferrum, Va., says the Blue Ridge Farm Museum educates
children and adults about what life was like on an 1800s Virginia homestead.
Photo by Rocky Womack

Maryland’s Next Generation
Farmland Acquisition
Program still available!
The Maryland Agricultural and Resource-Based Industry Development
Corporation (MARBIDCO) is announcing that the Next Generation Farmland
Acquisition Program (“Next Gen Program”) is now open on a monthly basis to
help qualified young and beginning farmers who seek to purchase farmland,
but need specialized financial assistance to enter (or continue in) the
agricultural profession in exchange for helping to preserve the farmland.
Although there is no age restriction to apply, “beginning farmers” will have a
greater chance of being selected. A “beginner farmer” is those who do not
own a farm or ranch (or own less than 20 acres currently), has not operated
at farm or ranch as principal operator for more than 10 years and has at least
one year of farming experience.

To apply, applicants must make contact with the respective county
agricultural land preservation staff (in the county the farmland is located) a
month in advance, to discuss the suitability of a subject farm being eligible for
the Next Gen Program.
The Next Gen Program application submission deadline (including all required
application forms and attachments) is now on a monthly basis, and must be
submitted to our MARBIDCO office by the last business day of the month.
Further information about the Next Gen Program may be obtained by
contacting Allison Roe, Financial Programs Specialist, at aroe@marbidco.org,
or (410) 267-6807, or by visiting MARBIDCO’s website at: www.marbidco.org.

There are key financial
measures to remember

As a young or beginning farmer,
you’ll find there are many ways to
prepare for the financial aspects of
owning a farm.
Working with an agricultural
lender like Farm Credit from the
very start is my first recommendation to be sure that your business is
understood and the cyclical nature
of the industry is taken into consideration.
The below five key financial measures are used by most lenders in the
loan approval process.
These indicators should be used
regularly by farm and business owners to measure the success of their
business.
• Equity: This measures the
financial position and the overall
leverage of the borrower.
An equity ratio will tell you what
you would walk away with if you
sold everything you have today and
paid off all obligations.
A “100 percent” means you do
not owe anyone and can keep all of
the proceeds from the sale of your
assets.
• Liquidity: measures a farm’s
ability to meet financial obligations
in an ordinary course of business
(a growing year) without a major
disruption to normal operations of
the business.
Current assets are cash or other

CREDIT
CORNER
By AUSTIN BENNER
Loan Officer
MidAtlantic Farm Credit
farm assets that will be sold in a
year. Example: corn, steers, hay,
produce, etc.
Assets that are more “liquid” are
easier to sell.
An example of a current liability
would be loan payments due over the
next 12 months and the balance on
your line of credit.
The higher liquidity would
indicate an operation’s ability to
pay their bills due over the next 12
months.
• Profitability: This is the amount
earned after both cost of goods sold
and operating expenses are subtracted.
This indicates a business’ ability
to produce profit from normal operations prior to financing costs and
owner draws/living expenses.
See BENNER
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THANK YOU!
to these agricuLtural operators IN Maryland & Delaware
for allowing us to help them grow their farms

BRIAN & SARAH JOHNSON

Jamie & April Stafford

Sussex County Grain Farmers

SOMERSET COUNTY FARMERS

AY
HOLLOWMERS
T
T
A
M
ANDY & NTY SOD FAR

TOMMY SMITH

COU
ICOMICO

SOMERSET COUNTY GRAIN FARMER

W

SAM PARKER

WICOMICO COUNTY FARMER

JOHN DOUGHERTY & JULIE LAUDICK

BALTIMORE COUNTY ORGANIC FARMERS

MOHAMMED PARVEZ

SUSSEX COUNTY POULTRY FARMER

ALI MURTAZA

SOMERSET County POULTRY Farmer

WAYNE CAW
LE

CAROLINE C

ounty Grain

Y

Farmer

MIKE & JENNIFER SIRMAN

WORCESTER COUNTY GRAIN FARMERS

M A R Y L A N D | D E L AWA R E | V I R G I N I A | P E N N S Y LVA N I A
The Chesapeake Region’s Largest Land Company Actively Representing over 35,000 Acres
of Land Holdings in the Bay Region.
150 West Market Street, Salisbury, MD 21801 | www.thelandgroup.us | 410-934-3478
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Thomas’s horse-drawn passion lives on in museum
By ROCKY WOMACK
AFP Correspondent

BLACKSTONE, Va. — Rober t
“Bob” Thomas III carries on his father’s passion for horse-drawn, antique
vehicles.
Robert Thomas Jr. was born in Nottoway County, Va. and was a farmer,
cattleman, horseman; high school
teacher, coach, principal, college professor, and postal worker. But his true
love was the history and collection of
carriages.
“He always had an interest in
horses,” Bob says. “Even when I was
growing up, he had a horse and a
small cart that he would drive down
to Danieltown, Va., which is about 18
miles. He would drive that horse and
little cart all the way down to see his
grandfather, Marvin Davis.
“I think it was just the love for the
past,” he continues, “but my dad always said his second major probably
should have been history, even though
he was a science major. Taking him to
a museum, I probably could go in and
read the things in about 30 minutes,
but he would be there for an hour. My
mom always got a little upset with him
on that, taking so long, but he was abSee THOMAS

Bob Thomas III is sharing his father’s carriage, buggy and wagon collection from the 1800s and 1900s with the public.
Photo by Rocky Womack
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Crop Insurance
Keeps America
Growing

To those that work in acres,
not in hours
We THANK YOU!
King Crop Insurance, Inc.

101 W. Market Street - Georgetown, DE

302.855.0800 • Fax: 302-855-0885

agents@kingcrop.com
www.kingcrop.com

Unearthing history

Graveyard discovered at
Dickinson Plantation
DOVER, Del. (AP) — When a Delaware Division of Historical and Cultural Affairs team identified a burial
ground on the John Dickinson Plantation property March 9, the members
immediately knew that they had just
uncovered a piece of history — and
had taken on even more responsibility.
Prior to the find, they knew there
must have been a burial ground onsite for the tenant farmers, indentured
servants and free and enslaved Black
men, women and children who lived,
worked and died on the plantation’s
450 acres of property at 340 Kitts
Hummock Road, near Dover.
And after two years of archaeological fieldwork, the division finally
found it.
It is believed to likely hold the
graves of enslaved individuals and
other African Americans who lived
on the land owned by the Dickinson
family. It is located on an agricultural
piece of the property.
Jeff Bullock, Delaware’s secretary
of state, said he was excited to hear of
the recent discovery.
``We remain committed to telling
inclusive history,’’ Bullock said.
``This includes restoring dignity to
those who have been forgotten. This
important discovery presents a powerful moment for every Delawarean.’’

Gloria Henry, who serves as the
site manager at the John Dickinson
Plantation, said historical records had
indicated there was a graveyard on its
grounds.
``We’ve known that there was (a
graveyard) here on the property. We
just didn’t know where it was,’’ Ms.
Henry said. ``So yes, it’s exciting.
We’ve wanted to find it for a long
time, but it also comes with a lot of
responsibility.
``We have a lot more research to
do. We want to include the public in
deciding our next step in our planning
and, eventually, our interpretation
and our plan for the area and the site.
We do look at it as a scared site, and
we have a very large responsibility at
handling it correctly.’’
John Dickinson, one of the signers
of the U.S. Constitution and a leader
during the American Revolution,
lived at the plantation — generally
known as Poplar Hall — throughout
his childhood. The home also served
as a ``sometime residence’’ during his
later years.
A press release from the Division
of Historical and Cultural Affairs noted that ``Dickinson wrote eloquently
See DICKINSON
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FREE
SPRINKLER
PACKAGE
UPGRADE

Lock in Spring pricing for Fall and we will UPGRADE your
sprinkler package at no charge!
NO MONEY DOWN and No Payments Until 2023.*
CALL FOR DETAILS. OFFER ENDS 4/30/21
AVAILABLE ON NEW AND REPLACEMENT IRRIGATION SYSTEMS. SOME EXCLUSIONS APPLY.

833 S. DuPont Blvd.
Milford, DE 19963

(302)422-2262

NEED SERVICE?



Scan Here!

We service all brands
of irrigation systems!

* With approved credit. Standard delivery applies. Build time will vary. Excludes ALL prior sales.
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Cross credits business legacy to adaptability, service
By JAMIE CLARK TIRALLA
AFP Correspondent

Sandra “Sandy” Cross refers to her
family business as a gift — one that
she’s taken precious care of as it has
transitioned into the next generation.
The Cross family legacy dates
back to the mid 1800s when John and
Elizabeth Cross moved to North Keys
in Prince George’s County. There,
they raised 11 children. Among them
was George who eventually moved
with his wife Hattie to the current
Cross family farm which has been in
operation since 1902.
Like most Southern Maryland
farm families, the Crosses grew
tobacco and earned a reputation for
producing a fine crop. In the 1920s,
Cross brothers Russell and Louis,
were approached by the Maryland
Tobacco Growers Association about
becoming transfer tobacco buyers
for area farmers who lacked local
markets for selling tobacco.
“Russell and Louis were really
innovative,” Sandy Cross said. “They
provided a service to farmers. Most
people in the area were still on horse
and buggy and they had no way to get
to Baltimore.”
Local farms brought their tobacco crop to the Cross brothers who
packed and transported the crops to
the Baltimore tobacco warehouse.
Louis oversaw sale of the crops on
the auction floor.
The brother’s business, then called
R&L Cross, included a small store
that carried Farm Bureau Open For-

David Cross Jr., Sandy Cross, Susan Sedgwick and Michael Cross make up the core of the Cross family, which has served the
Southern Maryland agriculture community for 90 years.
Photo by Edwin Remsberg

mula Feed and Ober Fertilizer, and
sold coal. In 1935, Russell and Louis
were offered a Southern States Cooperative franchise and began to expand
the store’s inventory and services.

a passion for genealogy, Sandy Cross has compiled most of the family’s history but
still searches for missing details about the family’s legacy.
Photo by Edwin Remsberg

The business continued to grow
throughout the ’40’s and ’50s and in
the early 1960’s, Russell’s son David
joined the farm and business, which
became R&D Cross.
David and Sandra Cross married
in 1962, eventually inheriting the
business, and raised three children on
the family farm: David Jr., Michael
and Susan. In 1986, the family business was incorporated as R&D Cross,
Inc. with Sandy as president.
“We’ve been so blessed,” Sandy
said. “All of the children and now
grandchildren have worked in the
store at one point or another.”
David Sr. retired in 1999 and died
in 2011 at age 75.
The store was passed on to David
Jr. who manages R & D Cross today,
along with his son, Kody, who works
as assistant manager.
“David Jr. was drawn to the store
like a magnet and he’s exponentially
increased the business,” Sandy said.
“It’s a credit to his good judgement
and ability to anticipate things.”
Susan also works in the family
business, and is the vice president of
R&D Cross, overseeing human resources and insurance benefits for the
store’s 20-plus employees. Michael,
a career fire fighter, worked on the
farm and for the family business.
Michael, a career firefighter, also
worked on the farm and for the family
business.
He continues to stay involved in
agriculture as does his wife, Jennifer, who serves as the secretary for
the Prince George’s County Farm
Bureau and represents the Maryland Farm Bureau on the American
Farm Bureau Federation’s Women’s

Leadership Committee. Jennifer is
a LEAD Maryland Alumni and also
volunteers with Common Ground,
an organization that helps shape conversations about farm and food issues
with the public.
Brothers, David Jr. and Michael
both live on the family farm with their
own families.
“My husband left me with many
good memories and I’m sure he’d be
proud as punch to see these kids continuing his spirit,” Sandy said.
Earlier this year, the Cross family
was inducted into the Maryland Governor’s Agriculture Hall of Fame—
the 53rd inductee and third family
from Prince George’s County to
receive the honor.
“You never look at yourself and
think you’re quite that special,” Sandy said. “I’m so proud of family. It’s
like I believe in Santa Claus. To see
this little business grow like it has
is incredible and it’s because of the
knowledge and people around us to
have made it what it is today.”
And while R&D Cross has grown
and changed over its more than
90-year history, Sandy said that a
commitment to customer service has
remained the same.
David Jr. said from a young age,
his parents instilled customer service
as a mindset.
“Between her and my father, they
had rules as parents and as business
owners. Things like making sure
things were neat and clean — not just
on the farm but in the store — and a
focus on customer service and treatSee CROSS
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Ashley Farms entering 73rd year of operations
By STEVE SEARS

AFP Correspondent

MOUNT OLIVE, N. J. — It all
started with Hubert and Muriel Ashley
being gifted with a few turkeys.
“They started out just raising turkeys, which is still a huge part of our
business,” said Aimee Ashley Myers,
a third-generation farmer.
“My father raised turkeys down on
Main Street in Flanders,” says Larry
Ashley, Hubert’s son, and dad to Aimee. “I think he raised 20 turkeys or
something. Then he was drafted into
World War II, and then when he came
home, he was able to buy part of this
place, and then he built a house here,
and then he started raising more turkeys.”
It wasn’t enough to make a living,
so Hubert also drove a local school bus
while Muriel raised the four children.
“We figure he started full-time farming in 1948.”
Larry, upon high school graduation
in 1965, was initially in construction
in the summer and at the farm during
the winter.
He remained after his dad wanted
him on-site full-time. “I decided to do
it, and the early years here were tough,
but I stuck it out, and I’m sure glad I
See ASHLEY

From left, Scott Ashley, Larry Ashley and Aimee Ashley Myers show a sample of harvested vegetables.
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Photo courtesy Ashley Farms

“I promised
mother her pie
recipe would be
kept in the family.
I promised
daddy the
farm would
be too.”
If leaving a LEGACY to the next generation is
important to you, we can help.
To learn more, call 302.628.4140 to schedule a consultation.

Planning today to protect your family’s tomorrow.
www.pwwlaw.com ⧫ Serving Maryland and Delaware
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Sangfroid ...
Continued from Page 2

Instead, he scoured satellite imagery of Western Maryland and old,
archived agricultural bulletins for
more attractive opportunities.
He eventually settled on a handful
of orchards, found their records and
sent letters to the owners, asking if
they were interested in selling.
One said yes, and soon enough,
Harner owned 43 acres of abandoned
orchard just outside Cumberland.
It’s offered Harner, a financial
markets analyst for the U.S. Government Accountability Office, and his
brother-in-law Nate Groenendyk, a
rich connection to the state’s pomological legacy.
Although Harner has just begun using the orchard to supply his new craft
distillery just south of the University
of Maryland, it’s part of a massive
chunk of land that used to be owned
by the Consolidated Orchard Co., a
once-prosperous apple outfit. Western
Maryland and the Virginias used to be
one of the country’s prized orcharding
hubs before the historic Election Day
floods of 1985 reportedly dealt it a
near-fatal blow.
In 1910, H.E. Van Deman, the USDA’s first chief pomologist, praised
See SANGFROID

Jeff Harner, left, and Nate Groenendyk stand in front of their distilling equipment at Sangfroid Distillery in Hyattsville, Md.
Sangfroid makes fruit brandies and other spirits using apples from an old orchard the duo rescued outside Cumberland.
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Photo by Jonathan Cribbs

WE’RE MORE THAN
CROP INSURANCE
Daisey insurance is a full service
LOCAL Insurance Agency offering
Life and Health Insurance
Medicare Benefits
Retirement, Employee Benefits and
of course Crop Insurance!
You can trust us for all your
insurance needs!
We are licensed in Maryland,
Delaware and Virginia.

D

DAISEY INSURANCE INC.

HEMP SEED

• Premium Industrial Hemp Fiber
and Grain Varieties.
• 100% Certified tested and approved
by Universities and Farmers.
Contact Doug Zimmerman
@ 717-299-2571 ext. 328
• While supplies last.

8959 Fruitland Avenue Bridgeville, DE 19933

302-337-9400

Fax 302-337-9404 - harry.daiseyinsinc@comcast.net

717-299-2571 ● www.rohrerseeds.com
2472 Old Philadelphia Pike ● Lancaster, PA 17602

Stokes Farm eyes
present, future
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Operation got its boost 44 years ago
with new market in New York City
By STEVE SEARS

AFP Correspondent

OLD TAPPAN, N.J. — Ron Binaghi Jr., current owner and operator
of Stokes Farm, recalls the day in 1976.
“I was there that day,” he says. “I
was 16 years old.
“I’ve never been that busy in all my
life. And it’s kept us alive here for 44
years. I just turned 60.”
A man named Bob Lewis had asked
Ron Binaghi Sr. and his wife Jean to
take part in the new NYC Greenmarket
at 59th Street and 2nd Avenue.
Ron Sr. and his son ventured into
New York City. “Very upscale,” Binaghi Jr. says of the area. “We sold
everything, and my dad was quoted as
saying he thought there was a famine
going on.”
By the middle of the year, a market
in Union Square on 17th Street opened
up, and the young Binaghi headed there
per his dad’s request.
“Andy Warhol was our customer for
years,” he said with a laugh. “He bought
Italian parsley. Union Square became

the place. Union Square exploded. We
became the thing, and still are.”
The farm also sets up shop at Tucker
Square at Lincoln Center once weekly.
“This is the best time of the year out
here, the fall,” Binaghi Jr. said, while
monitoring his now-17-acre farm.
Stokes Farm grows many herbs, including medicinal herbs. He picks some
lavender, sage, and Italian parsley.
“You know, when you come to our
farm stand,” he said, “you meet the guy
personally who grew your vegetables.
You talk to the person who grew that
eggplant. That’s important.”
Flowers grow in abundance here,
too, as do peppers and eggplants.
He then picks up a Fairy Tale eggplant. “That’s how big it gets,” he says
excitedly. “Slice it almost in half, and
you grill it,” he responds when asked
how to cook it.
Ulysses “Grant was President when
our farm started,” said Binaghi Jr.
Stokes Farm had its beginning in
See STOKES
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Ron Binaghi Jr. checks on and picks some Fairy Tale eggplant.
Photo by Steve Sears
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Sangfroid ...
Continued from Page 12

the region’s climate, soil and proximity to urban markets — and its
untapped potential.
“But somehow there has been
almost no attempt at exploitation by
the Western Marylanders of their
pomological resources,” he wrote.
“There is room for thousands more
of the best apple orchards. The cost
of establishing an orchard there is no
greater than elsewhere.
“A reasonable outlay and a few

years time will increase its value ten
times at a moderate estimate.”
Eventually, Consolidated’s orchards, including the piece Harner
now owns, were sold to the state,
which split them into separate tracts
bought by hunters, people looking
to build vacation homes and a few
farmers.
“For the most part it’s untouched,”
he said.
Harner became interested in apples
while developing an appreciation for
cider.
After deciding more than a decade
ago to make his own, he said he found
it difficult to secure the proper apples
needed for cider production.

Most of the country’s market is
dominated by traditional table or dessert apples, which are bred as much for
their storage capacity and appearance
as their flavor.
After learning to graft the fruit
during a visit to a Virginia orchard,
Harner acquired several cultivars and
planted them in the front yard of his
home in Takoma Park and his father’s
in Pennsylvania.
Then he and his wife, a corporate
attorney, began discussing the purchase of their own orchard.
But Harner and Groenendyk’s operation diverges a bit from the region’s
orcharding norm.
He figures his is one of few or-
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chards nationwide raising apples exclusively for a single distillery.
Most distilleries, he said, aren’t
handling apples at all.
“In most of them, a tanker pulls
up to the distillery, pumps in a couple
thousand gallons of orchard blend,”
he said.
“It could be coming from the West
Coast,” said Groenendyk, a former
Rhode Island educator and now-fulltime distillery hand.
They lucked out finding their orchard, Harner said. It had water and
electric (and an old hunting cabin).
About 100 leftover apple trees,
many of them dying, remained.
They spent the last two years
clearing several acres of brush so they
could transplant about a 100 trees
from Harner’s front yard.
Eventually, they hope to have at
least 600 trees at the orchard across
10 to 12 acres. The trees are all standard-sized and can grow taller than
30 feet.
“That’s a different way of growing apples than even a lot of the cider-focused operations,” Harner said.
“They’re growing them on semi-dwarf
or dwarf trees maybe 8, 10 feet tall,
and you can pick everything by hand.”
He figures an operation like that
would provide enough for his distillery and a cidery if he launches one.
The list of the orchard’s varieties is
large — Arkansas Black, Ashmead’s
Kernel, Ashton Bitter, Baldwin, Ben
Davis, etc. — but they’re mostly heirloom varieties and Southern, which
means they’re tolerant of the region’s
humidity and any global-warming-induced rise in temperature over the
next several decades. It’s a complicated setup.
“Not a smart way to approach
growing apples because you never
know what you’re going to have,” Harner said. “You’ve got blossom times,
bloom times all over the map.”
They opened Sangfroid Distillery
in December 2018, offering just a gin
and a pear brandy.
Their offerings expanded through
the coronavirus pandemic and now include an entire slate of fruit brandies,
Dutch-style gins and rye whiskies,
which can be ordered online or delivered for free (depending on where a
customer lives).
Their products can also be found
in several restaurants, bars and retail
stores in Washington and suburban
Maryland.
But Harner and Groenendyk said
they’ve developed a special appreciation for the history of Western
Maryland orcharding, particularly
after touring the region several years
ago with Don Corbett, who grew up
working orchards in the region and
authored a history of the industry for
the Hancock Historical Society.
He showed them old orchards,
abandoned packing houses, pump
houses and workers’ homes.
“That really meant a lot to us, and
that part of Western Maryland, (the
industry) does not exist at all. It is
gone,” Harner said. “At one point that
was the apple-growing jewel of the
state, so it’s kind of a shame that it’s
gone and disappeared, but it can come
back. It should come back.”
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Cross ...
Continued from Page 10

ing people the way we’d want to be
treated,” David Jr. said. “That mindset
and those principles have helped us get
to where we are today and a lot of that
had to do with mom.”
In addition to the goods and services people can buy from the store,
R&D Cross is a center for community
activity and education about agriculture. And a place where many young
people have gotten a start in their
future careers.
“We’ve had such a special set of
employees over the years. Training
is important and we make sure that
our employees are trained in safety
and customer service. Service is what
we offer — you can’t get this kind of
service and knowledge in a big box
store,” Sandy said.
The Agriculture Hall of Fame
award comes in a year that has brought
many challenges for many businesses
because of the COVID-19 pandemic.
As an essential business, R&D
Cross continued to operate.
David Jr. credits his son and twin
daughters along with his other employees for the vision and leadership
to adapt with curbside service and
online sales.
“We happened to be the place people wanted to come to get out of their

In February, the Cross family was inducted into the Maryland Governor’s Agriculture Hall of Fame — the 53rd inductee and third
family from Prince George’s County to receive the honor. The family was recently presented accolades by Maryland Agriculture
Secretary Joe Bartenfelder, fourth from left, Deputy Secretary Julie Oberg, far right, and state legislators Del. Rachel Jones,
third from left, and Sen. Michael Jackson, fifth from left.
Photo by Edwin Remsberg

homes and buy things for their yard or
chickens for their backyard — things
they didn’t think about before the pandemic. Yes, it was challenging but it
was a great opportunity and turned out
to be our best year yet,” David Jr. said..
“Seldom have we had hurdles that
we couldn’t overcome,” Sandy said.
“I am thankful that God has watched
over us and given us what we needed
for ourselves and our community.
We’ve been able to adapt to become
what we are today — whatever is out
there, we’ve been able to adjust to it

and bring it in.”
And while the family business has
been a central part of Sandy’s life,
she’s also made time to pursue things
off the farm.
For 15 years, Sandy worked as
the secretary of the Prince George’s
County Historical Society, pursuing
a passion for genealogy. She has compiled most of the Cross family history,
still searching for missing details
about the family’s legacy.
Sandy has also devoted more than
60 years of volunteer service as an
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organist for her two home churches
in Prince George’s County.
“It feels funny being the matriarch,” Sandy said. “I’m still not used to
playing this role but the kids are wellversed in the business and now I’m
moreso watching what’s going on.”
“I am so proud and so blessed that
David [Sr.]’s family was instrumental
in this facet of agriculture. My heart
hasn’t gotten back into place yet thinking about how we’ve evolved and been
able to make the farm not only profitable but serviceable,” Sandy said.
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Museum ...
Continued from Page 6

With the donations and grants,
Ferrum College established the farm
depiction “because our mission when
we were established in 1973 was to
identify, preserve, document and then
interpret the folk culture of this region,” Worley says. “You cannot do it
any better than having people actually
take part in what the culture would
have been here in 1800.”
The farm museum includes several
structures including a main house,
a smokehouse, a blacksmith shop, a
small cabin, two barns, and a chicken
house.
About three years ago, the Leo S.
Scott family donated funds to build a
pavilion at the farm museum.
He was the owner of Leo Scott
Cabinets and a cattleman.
Typically from about April to
mid-October, the museum hosts
school and adult tours, with many visiting from the surrounding counties.
Worley estimates BRIM conducts 40
school tours a year and says much of
the curriculum that teachers teach is
about the history of the area. BRIM
offers lesson materials that fit in with
the Standards of Learning.
At the farm, students can see Heritage breeds of hogs, sheep, lambs,
oxen, chickens, and other animals

Interpreter Emily Blankenship teaches homeschoolers about farm life in the 1800s.
Photo courtesy of the Blue Ridge Institute & Museum

that were present during the 1800s in
Virginia.
Costumed interpreters conduct a
variety of farm and household chores
that the typical farm family would
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have performed such as cooking
meals over an open hearth, performing
blacksmith jobs, working gardens, and
raising animals.
“We are as authenticated as it gets,”
Worley says, “and I’m really proud of
that because every detail over there
is the way it should be and the way it
would have been. We really want to
present an accuracy of the full culture
at that time, down to the last detail as
we can.”
Interpreters’ costumes are extremely thick to match the period, so they
can be really hot in the summer and
warm in late fall.
The clothes are handmade, mainly
by the lead interpreter Rebecca Boone
Austin, who started working at BRIM
in spring 1999.
“This job is fulfilling to me as it
combines several of my interests—
history, livestock and gardening,” says
Austin, whose title is coordinator of
educational outreach and interpretation at BRIM. “I also enjoy being
around and teaching children, so the
interaction I get with school children
on field trips to the farm museum is
very satisfying.
“Preserving the history of the
region where I live is important to
me, as I believe that connections to
our past help us to better understand
ourselves and look to the future with
the ability to make choices that are
healthy for us, our society and our
planet,” Austin says.
During a typical museum tour,
about four to five interpreters will
participate, depending on the size of
the group.
For a season, about six interpreters
will rotate their time, and when necessary, work-study students at Ferrum
College will assist. Additionally, a student each year is awarded a McBroom
Student Assistantship internship,
which is a 10-week endowment from
the June M. McBroom family to lend

full-time assistance at BRIM during
the summer.
According to BRIM, the scholar
usually has an interest in history, agriculture, recreation or sociology and
experiences what it is like to work in
a folk-life museum, learning “living
history interpretation; digitization
of archival materials; assisting with
a grant-funded website; event planning; group programming; heirloom
gardening, and heritage livestock
management.”
About five years ago, BRIM started
offering special events for homeschooled students, usually during the
fall harvest or at Christmas. Students
dressed in costumes and took part in
the farm activities.
Other events were offered including cornbread tours, cooking classes
on an open hearth and more.
Of course, with pandemic challenges in the state last year, BRIM
was forced to shut down. “We’re now
slowly opening back up,” Worley says.
She said she hopes to reopen as
soon as it is safe to do so.
She also had to let one staff member go but hopes to bring back that
person when things improve. “Since
the pandemic, everyone’s had to look
at things differently and adjust, and
that’s what we had to do,” she says.
Looking at other options, Worley
dove more into virtual learning. Fortunately for her, in January 2020, she
was taking steps to set up an online
gift shop. As the pandemic heated
up, she was able to upload the information. She also offered three online
exhibits, which she said had done
quite well.
The farm museum has existed for
many years, so why continue it with
all the challenges you’ve faced in 2020
and continuing into 2021? “I think
See MUSEUM
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Museum ...
Continued from Page 16

now, more than ever, it is important
to have,” Worley says. “I think this
past year everybody just kind of
thought about life and trying to make
life simple, because it’s been pushed
on us to rely on ourselves more to get
things done.
“This new generation wants to
know how to do things on their own,
how to fend for themselves,” she adds.
“That’s all you did here in the 1800s at
the farm. You had to fend for yourself.
Those people made it work.”
As a museum group, she indicates
that BRIM can fulfill that renewed
interest by teaching visitors how to
can food, cook, garden, learn about
their families’ history, and figure out
the best way to carry on the tradition
of their ancestors.
BRIM includes folk-life exhibits
and collections, information on music
trails and guides, and heritage archives
that consist of images, recordings and
documents of Blue Ridge life.
Upcoming under the Leo S. Scott
Pavilion, BRIM will host a summer
camp day with the Franklin County
schools of Ferrum Elementary and
Henry Elementary.
They will eat a picnic lunch and
afterwards hold activities that educate
them about the farm and the 1800 pe-

These structures are some of the buildings used on a typical 1800s farm in the Blue
Ridge area of Virginia.
Photo by Rocky Womack

riod, as well as the importance of the
Crooked Road, a heritage musical trail
in Virginia that runs along the college
and museum.
Other events at the college have
included the Blue Ridge Folklife Festival — which is scheduled for Oct. 23
— Blue Ridge Herb Lore Gathering,
Christmas in the Blue Ridge, Crooked
Road Dulcimer Festival, Homeschooler Day Camps, and Moonshine

Heritage Car Show.
Worley says the majority of BRIM’s
operational funding comes from Ferrum College. Other funding comes
from donors, loaned out exhibits to
other museums, and grants to create
exhibits.
However, in the future she plans
to grow an endowment so BRIM can
become self-sufficient and experience
more growth in tours, exhibits, collec-
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tions and staff.
As part of the endowment, Worley
hopes to establish membership funds
to name BRIM after former director
Roddy Moore, who is now director
emeritus.
If successful in raising enough
funds, the building name will become
Roddy Moore Folklife Center. Some
people have already made donations
to the effort, she says, and she intends
to roll out a membership campaign in
June 2021.
Worley also hopes to add to its
musical archives; preserve the ones
that have been donated; and to digitize
music, photographs, and documents
on the Blue Ridge and Appalachia.
It’s unbelievable what we do have
in the archives,” Worley says. “A lot
of people have no idea what we’ve
collected since 1973. People have
been very generous with us. We want
to be able to digitize a lot of our photographs, documents, music to get it
out there in the world where everybody can enjoy, and for everybody
to appreciate how special this Blue
Ridge area really is because we’re
very proud of it. We want everybody
to understand life here and to realize
how special it is.”
Her intentions are to also create
portable exhibits so they can be easily
hauled to other museums for display.
For more information or to schedule a group tour, contact BRIM by
phone at 540-365-4416 or by e-mail
at bri@ferrum.edu.
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Stokes ...
Continued from Page 13

1873 when Isaiah Stokes purchased 40
acres of land and started his farm. His
son, Joseph Stokes, took over the farming, and he was the dad of one child,
Madeline, who in 1927 married Ernie
Binaghi, who worked in carpentry.
Madeline ran the farm, and they had
one child, Ron Sr., a musician
“My dad played six instruments,”
says Binaghi Jr., who left school to help
out on the farm. He married Jean, and
in 1955 they opened the current Old
Tappan roadside farm stand, which was
rebuilt in 1966.
Sales are up in 2020, and the CSA

Ashley ...
Continued from Page 11

did. I watched it grow, and I worked
with my dad for many years. He was
just a tremendous person, and then
another old fella and another couple
of older people worked here, and they
were great people. It became a way
of life.”
In the summer of 1969, Ashley
Farms decided to start growing sweet
corn and tomatoes and made enough
selling them roadside for Hubert to
buy a brand-new pickup truck for

is doing well. “We’ve had a CSA for 20
years,” says Binaghi Jr. , who took over
from his dad in 2000.
His wife Jeanine runs the farm stand
while also helping out with the greenhouse planting, while her husband
grows the produce both in the field and
in 40,000 square feet of greenhouses
as well.
Sixth-generation farmer Ron Binaghi III was at music school in Rutgers. His dad recalls, “He called me
and said, ‘You know, I love to sing, but
I don’t know if I want to do this for a
living. I’d like to come back and run
the farm.’
“When he came back, we started the
market at (Tucker Square at) Lincoln
Center. That’s his market. He’s the best
salesman I’ve ever had.”
Ron Binaghi IV, aged 10 and sev-

enth generation, is already involved,
albeit in humble ways, helping out at
the farm stand. The farm’s and his
future are bright.
Stokes Farm uses drip irrigation.
“I could water this whole field by
myself at 4:30 in the morning without
any help,” says Binaghi Jr. “And right
now, we’re using about a third of the
water we used 25 years ago. It’s under
the plastic; none of it evaporates.”
Stokes Farm also utilizes high
tunnel growing for tomatoes and hydroponics.
“It’s another option,” says Binaghi
Jr. of the latter. “If we have a rainy day,
I can be in here working. Snowy, hot, or
on a cold day, I can be in here working.”
He then starts to check the PH numbers of the water.
“That’s another thing — you be-

come a chemist. You have to test the
water every single day. The most
important thing is pH. If you have the
wrong pH, it’s not pH to let the fertilizer in.”
During the pandemic, sod has been
installed in the back area of the farm
and local groups do early morning and
late afternoon yoga.
“They love being out on the farm,”
says Binaghi Jr. of the yoga folks.
The farm also hosts photographers
to take pictures and soon, perhaps,
may host onsite weddings. “You know,
farming is changing. We have to
adapt,” he said. “Darwin said, ‘Survival
of the fittest.
“But really Darwin said, ‘You are
going to perish if you don’t adapt.’
Darwin was big on adaptation.”

$2,900.
“Clear — no payments or anything,” says Larry with a laugh.
“At that point,” says Aimee, “they
decided to start growing some produce
to sell directly to the community, just
like they did with the turkeys. It’s always been a family business. Hubert
and his son, Larry, were partners for
years.”
A barn was built shortly thereafter,
and over the years it was renovated to
be the market. “ We started staying
open year-round, probably in the late
‘80s, right?” Aimee asks her dad.
“We’ve been open year-round longer
than most farms around here.”
Larry and his children, Aimee and

Scott, are now partners, and each have
children that all help out at the farm,
which is now in its fourth generation.
Ages 7 to 14, the kids are Ben Myers,
Barbara Ashley, Will Myers, Scotty
Ashley, and Abigail Ashley. “They’re
the stars of the show around here,”
says Aimee. “My youngest son and
his (Scott’s) son are like two peas in a
pod. They’ve got big plans.”
Aimee and her brother, and now
their children, were never forced to
work at Ashley Farms. “It was always
a want,” Aimee says, “Dad always
said, ‘You don’t have to come back
here if you don’t want to,’ but we both
grew up here, we probably spent as
much time in our grandparents’ house
as we did in our own house. We both
started working (here) when we were
10 or 12 years old. I was in the market
by the time I was 12.”
In high school, both decided they
were to be full-time farmers. Aimee
attended Delaware Valley College for
an Agribusiness Management degree,
and since 1998 has managed the retail
market.There has been much renovation the past 22 years, including the
addition of two greenhouses.
Scott takes care of all the vegetables. In addition to raising turkeys,
Ashley Farms grows sweet corn,
tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, lettuce,
onions, cut flowers, garlic, and strawberries. They own 40 acres and farm
another 110 acres in the Roxbury and
Mount Olive areas.
COVID19 presented huge challenges, but the community support
has been great. Instead of heading to

grocery stores, folks instead visited
Ashley Farms and cleared the shelves.
“They were coming to us. It was good,
and it was crazy,” Scott says. “And if
there was a silver lining from COVID,
that is definitely one of them. People
realized, ‘Oh, wait a minute, there’s
a small local farm that has their own
stuff.’ We kind of benefited from that.”
“And we’ve retained some of those
people (as customers),“ says Aimee.
“Yeah,” says Scott, “We’ve had
people come in that live in Flanders
and say, ‘Gee, I go by this place and
have never been in here.’”
“We’ve always said if we can get
them in the door, they will probably
come back,” Aimee says.
Ashley Farms has been adding lots
of prepared food and bakery items
to their market, as well as different
greenhouse items. “The turkeys and
the produce are always going to be
what we’re known for,” says Aimee,
“but we have been taking our turkeys
and making them into other products.
We make all of our turkey burgers,
sausage, we make two kinds of soup,
turkey chili, turkey salad – anything
that’s high quality that you can grab
and take home is really where the sky
is the limit.”
Larry Ashley speaks to farm comradery. “The folks around here - all
the farms, every one of them - we’re
all friends. If anyone runs out of something, vice-versa, any one of them, we
go back and forth with stuff. That’s
saying something about the farming
community.”
“It’s a blessing,” says Aimee.
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Laurel ...
Continued from Page 4

Owning storage capacity, but not
having to shoulder the full responsibility of the entire facility has also been
helpful for small and medium-sized
farms.
“They bring it here and they don’t
have to worry about it,” Messick
said. “When you have tanks at home,
you’ve got to manage it. A lot of guys
don’t want that hassle or don’t have
the manpower. That’s the big thing
we provide.”
“If the grain company weren’t there
we’d have to build tanks” on the farm,
said Travis Hastings, the company’s
board secretary and whose late father
John served as president for 13 years.
“That allows us to sort of spend our
money elsewhere.”
Board members said from its inception, the company was created to serve
its shareholders and the area’s farmers
and those who have joined the board
over the years have maintained that
mindset and the company’s customer
base, its farmer shareholders, have
stayed loyal as a result.
“We have the same purpose in
mind, to serve the farmers. That’s the
primary purpose,” Messick said. “We
have the same goals. That’s why we’ve
done as well as we have.”
Hastings added many board members remain involved until, or even

Owning storage capacity but not having to shoulder the full responsibility of the
entire facility has also been helpful for small and medium-sized farms, Laurel Grain
Company President Burton Messick said.
Photo by Sean Clougherty

after, they stop farming.
“They’re there because they want
to see this thing succeed,” Hastings
said of board members. “There’s no
special treatment or anything like
that, no benefit to it over any other
shareholder.”

Wright said he got first-hand proof
that no shareholder or board member
was above any other. One year, while
farming for Bill Hopkins, the company’s first president and manager,
Wright said he thought since he was
using Hopkins’ trucks he should be
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able to jump ahead in line at the facility and get back to the field quicker.
He was sorely mistaken.
“Boy, did I get a good reaming
out the next day, from Mr. Hopkins
himself,” Wright said, now laughing.
“So I learned my lesson the hard way.”
The company’s employees play a
big role in the facility working efficiently, too. With the exception of new
grain manager Keith Steininger who
started in 2019, Messick said all the
employees have been at Laurel Grain
for 20 years or more. Office manager
Dawn Brittingham has a 38-year tenure, going back to days of all paper
records and having to bring in three
more people during harvest time to
manage all the paperwork.
“I just have enjoyed the atmosphere,” Brittingham said. “All of us
have been here for a long time. We
just get along very well. And we have
a good rapport with the farmers.”
And there are no signs of slowing
down at Laurel Grain Company, said
Messick, who, along with serving 30
years on the board, doubled as the
company’s grain manager at two different times while president.
An additional 550,000 bushels
of storage was added in the last two
years and the company has the room
to expand more.
“We’ve got plans for expansion
well into the future. We’re not done
yet,” Messick said. “I don’t see any
reason why we can’t be here another
20 years.”
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Thomas ...
Continued from Page 8

sorbing everything he could.”
Thinking back on those memories,
Bob says he and his father often traveled together to auctions in Virginia,
Pennsylvania and Indiana; he collecting antiques and his father collecting
carriages and old farm equipment.
“It was a way to associate with me,”
he says. “I was preserving things, and
he wanted to preserve things that were
agricultural related, because he knew
they were disappearing, knew also the
agricultural lifestyle was changing,
and many of the types of crops were
basically not being grown anymore.”
Visitors can see Bob and his dad’s
collection at the Robert Thomas Carriage Museum in Blackstone, Va.
The collection includes one- and
two horse-drawn carriages, buggies,
carts, wagons and others that are fully
restored. Bob emphasizes that a buggy
is usually a one-seater, and a carriage
carries more than one person.
Much of Thomas’s collection was
in poor shape when he started purchasing them in 1970 at low prices.
Bob says his father purchased his first
buggy in Altavista, Va. Two years
later he bought a two-seated Surrey.
Thomas’ interest took off after
that. He kept meeting more and more
people who knew about carriages and
buggies.
Bob says his dad even joined the
Carriage Association of America,
which was founded in 1960, according
to the organization based in Lexington, Ky.
Because the metal rimmed wheels
needed replacing on the vehicles, he
learned how, but Bob says he never
used that trade because his father
always bought new wheels instead.
Thomas had many of the antiques
vehicles restored by Ted W. Hughes
with Chalk Level Carriage and Buggy
Works in Piney River, Va. His early
restorations cost between $3,000 and
$6,000.
After many of the antique vehicles
were restored, Thomas and his wife,
Marie, donated the carriage, buggies,
carts, wagons and other equipment to
the town of Blackstone.
To help cover the cost of museum
operations, the town applied for funding and received $448,000 from the
Virginia Department of Transportation Enhanced Project.
In addition, the town received a
donation from the Thomas family of
$50,000 to get the museum started.
The town also donated water and
sewer taps, landscaping, lighting,
sidewalk and parking, according to the
town. Additionally, the town applied
for a second round of funding in about
June 2008.
The total budget for the project
equaled $624,960.
Bob says after the two years of
operation, the museum’s enrollment
increased from 200 to 1,000 visitors.
Most foot traffic was between summertime and Christmas.
Much of that increase was attributed to his and his mother’s willingness

This hearse, top left, part of the Robert Thomas Carriage Museum collection, was once used by W.T. Hilton and Sons Funeral
Home in Barnesville, Md. The Victorian carriage, top right, was a favorite of Robert Thomas and his wife, Marie. The Runabout,
bottom right, was a one-seat buggy that could carry two people for courting. The one-horse drawn U.S. Mail Wagon, bottom
left, was established by the U.S. government in 1896
Photos by Rocky Womack

to carry on Thomas’ passion.
It also was attributed to a nearby
Christmas display of a train collection owned by businessman Bobby
Daniels.
In 1999, Thomas had a heart attack and ministroke then later was
diagnosed with dementia. The Robert
Thomas Carriage Museum opened in
September 2007. Fortunately, Thomas
was able to see his dream come to
fusion before his death in December
2007.
For his last ride, he rode in a two
horse-drawn hearse that was loaned
from Farmville, Va.
His wife carried on the tradition
by welcoming visitors to the museum
until her death in 2020. In her funeral,
she rode in the hearse that was part
of her husband’s collection.She once
said her favorite vehicle was the Pannel Boot Victorian Carriage, which
consisted of green velvet upholstery.
Thomas’ favorite probably would
have been the Victorian too, Bob says,
because he spent the most money on
that one. “He always kept it covered,”
he adds. “He had the horses, but he
never hooked it up.”
The Rockaway (1812) and the
Victorian (late 1800s) are Bob’s two
favorites. “I kind of like the Rockaway,” he says. “Of course, I always
tend to be toward the oldest things. It
is the oldest, but also the most unique.
It’s closest to probably what most
middle-class Americans at that time
would have had because it was partially enclosed and partially open.”
Does he think his father would

have done anything differently involving his collection or establishment of
a museum?
“As far as the carriages, I think a
few more varieties could have been
added because we have some of the
same ones,” Bob says. “We have about
six that are all similar, but they’re
different in each way. Because if you
bought a buggy, you could make it
anyway you wanted to. The stylings
are different, but it’s the same buggy
frame.”
Bob says his dad always wanted a
farm museum established in Blackstone, but so far that dream hadn’t
materialized.
Today, Bob still looks online and
visits farms that have carriages and
buggies.
He thinks of buying more to add
to his father’s collection but will hold
off for now.
If he can someday save enough
money, he’d like to purchase an antique milk wagon and/or stagecoach at
some point to add to the collection, but
they can be quite expensive to restore.
Bob appreciates his father’s passion
for antique vehicles and the time that
he spent in collecting them.
“I’m thankful for the fact that he
had a vision to do something with it;
otherwise, he would have sold them,
and I don’t know where they would
have gone to,” he says. “It also gives
people an opportunity to see many of
these carriages they would have never
seen anywhere else.
“My dad’s collection has been an
inspiration for me in preservation of

what’s in the past,” Bob continues.
“We’re starting to lose so much of
that now in the last two years because
people want to rewrite history.”
Bob’s history and memories live
on in his father’s antique vehicle collection. “I’ve ridden in the sleigh, the
Surrey. I’ve ridden a Victorian in my
wedding, but it wasn’t this one. I sat
on the hearse the day my father was
carried to the grave.”
One of his greatest pleasures is seeing children’s eyes and faces light up
when viewing the beautifully restored
carriages and buggies.
“They always think automobile,”
Bob says. “That’s all they’ve seen, and
not knowing that something like this
existed many years ago. That horse
transportation was the only form of
transportation.
“Their eyes light up as you tell
them a little story about one of them,”
he continues. “The sleigh ride [for
instance] gets them all excited about
hearing “Jingle Bells.” That relates to
what a sleigh looked like and things
like that.
“It’s just that passion in history that
I have, that these carriages continue to
push me in preserving and looking for
ways to try to bring the past to life.”
Some of the Robert Thomas Carriage Museum collection (dating
back from the early 1800s to the early
1900s) includes:
• Thomas Family Buggy;
• Spindle Seat Buggy;
See THOMAS
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Continued from Page 8

about freedom and liberty while at the
same time holding other human beings
in bondage.’’
Ms. Henry said that tours presented at the John Dickinson Plantation
involve many different aspects of life
during revolutionary times.
``Out here at the plantation, we
already tell the stories _ not just of
the Dickinson family, with John
Dickinson being one of our Founding
Fathers and a signer and framer of the
U.S. Constitution — but we also tell
the stories of the tenant farmers, who
he’s leasing the land out to,’’ she said.
``We tell the stories of the enslaved
people who lived, worked and died
here, the tradesmen and the craftsmen,
the indentured servants who worked
here and also of the three Blacks who
leased land from John Dickinson who
lived and worked and died here, also.’’
She added, ``We try to include the
stories of everyone who lived (here)
or who called this plantation a home,
willingly or unwillingly.’’
There is one marked grave at the
Dickinson Plantation — that of Samuel Dickinson, John’s father.
``We do know that we have a site
here that we believe is Samuel Dickinson’s burial site,’’ Ms. Henry said.
``Samuel Dickinson was a tobacco

While historical records indicate there was a graveyard on grounds, nobody knew its location until a Delaware Division of
Historical and Cultural Affairs team identified it on March 9.
Photo by Sean Clougherty

merchant and farmer in Talbot County, Maryland, and he moved here and
eventually became a judge for the
Court of Common Pleas in Delaware.’’
Now, the Division of Historical and
Cultural Affairs said it will focus on
the newly discovered burial ground
that was originally referenced in primary-source documents.

Thomas ...
Continued from Page 20

• Piano Box Buggy (six of them):
One-horse drawn typically used by
doctors;
• Buggy: one seat shellback, onehorse drawn;
• Pannel Boot Victorian Carriage :
Named in honor Queen Victoria;
• Rockaway Carriage: For family
use, open in the front and enclosed in
the back;
• Runabout Buggy: One-horse
drawn, one seat, open top;
• Runabout Carriage: A scalloped
seat back edge and panels on back of
seat;
• Phaeton Carriage: Drop front,
one-horse drawn light vehicle with a
falling top;
• Canopy Top Surrey;
• Extension Top Surrey: known as
an Auto Top Surrey, two-horse or onehorse drawn, top folds down;
• Thornhill Wagon: One-horse
drawn;
• Thornhill Wagon: Two-horse
drawn;
• Canopy Top Wagon: Three spring,
removable rear seat;
• U.S. Mail Wagon: One-horse
drawn;
• Concord Wagon: With side
springs for comfortability ;
• Oil Wagon: Slat body, removable
seats;
• Veterinarian wagon;
• Hearse;
• Wicker Governess Cart: One-po-

The Rockaway carriage, which was open
in the front and closed in the back, was
used often by family for trips to town.
Photo by Rocky Womack

ny drawn;
• Pony Trap: One-pony drawn,
usually used on fox hunts;
• Road Cart: Known as a Sulky, for
one rider, one-horse drawn;
• Road Cart: For two passengers,
one-horse drawn;
• Cart: For farm or freight use, onehorse or one-oxen drawn;
• Log Cart: Used to haul logs.;
• Ammunition Cart: A U.S. Army
cart from World War I; and
• Portland Cutter Sleigh: One horse,
two seated.
To schedule a tour, contact the town
of Blackstone at 434-292-3041 or 434292-7251.

The division has said it will continue to undertake research to learn more
about the burial ground and those
interred there and to also engage with
descendant communities in making
important decisions regarding the
expansion of the interpretive footprint
of the land.
``This is sacred ground for Dela-

ware, and we will continue to treat
it with the honor and respect it deserves,’’ said Tim Slavin, director
of the Division of Historical and
Cultural Affairs. ``Our path forward
is to protect the site, engage with the
community about how to proceed
and continue to learn more through
research and dialogue.”
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his late father both worked at Vance
Company in the county. She was head
bookkeeper and he was a mechanic
and salesman.
“Dad started there in 1943,” Andy
said. “Mom in 1947 or ’48. She and
Dad married in February 1949.”
Andy noted that the Vance Company, a local chain in southwest Virginia
did over a million dollars annually in
the 1950s.
“It was a major employer in the
area with stores from Bristol to Pulaski,” Andy said. “They dealt mostly
in hardware and home appliances but
also had a fertilizer plant and tractor
dealership in Chilhowie.”
Andy’s father bought the farm’s
original 107 acres in 1959, mostly as
a tax shelter.
“Post World War II and the Korean
War, taxes were very high until tax
reform of the early 60s,” Andy said.
Andy’s parents started their family
during this period with their first son
arriving in 1959. He is now a veterinarian in Kansas. Andy followed in
1963.
When the dealership where his
father worked closed in 1967, Andy
recalled he worked briefly in another International Harvester dealer in
Bristol.
The Overbays also investigated
an offer to take over a dealership in
Buffalo, NY.
“After he and Mom visited the area,
they decided that the hills were home,
and they would make a go of it here.”
Andy said.
Andy’s father did custom farm
work after hours, mostly picking corn
or baling hay.
He also had horned Hereford cattle
and 100 sows in a farrow-to-finish
operation.
“When the dealerships closed, Dad
decided to go into the dairy business
for one reason,” Andy said. “He and
Mom were used to a regular paycheck
and dairying was the only farm enterprise of that time to offer that kind of
pay schedule.”
The family’s entry into the dairy
industry is one of the things that contributes to Andy’s work as an Extension agent today.
“What skills do you have that directly benefit the farm?” was a question his dad often asked, Andy said.
“It is a point I bring up to people
who contact me today about getting
into production agriculture,” he said.
He continued by explaining that
his father was not a cow man. His experience growing up was working on
a neighboring farm’s water powered
grist mills.
Andy identified his dad’s skill as
being making do with what he had.
A tour of the farm buildings around
his home bears testimony to that
skill. Andy pointed to a wide variety
of buildings and implements his dad
had crafted.
This included a whirling windmill
centered with the wheel of a school
bus.

It is a long way from a U.S. ship to Virginia Middlefork Farm in Southwest Virginia. Andy Overbay looks over a drill bit for the
huge drill press his father obtained in 1942 from a Naval ship.
Photo by Jane W. Graham

“Over the years, he reported, many
of our farm implements came out of
our shop, hand built by Dad using
scrap metal from the local junkyard
and his welder.
Our first gooseneck trailer, a V-ripper, dump beds for trucks, all handmade, not purchased.

His firs dairy parlor stalls were
built by him on site.
Andy attributed his father’s success
as a dairyman to his kind-heartedness
and patience with the cows.
The dairy industry also was booming at that time, another factor that
helped the farm.

His mother seems to have had a
way with cows. Andy estimated that
she raised over 3,000 dairy calves in
the calf barn on the farm.
His father often pointed to a single
See OVERBAY
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event that helped him succeed.
“He often credited being denied a
bank loan early in his farming career
with being instrumental to his success,” Andy said. “He wasn’t happy,
but it also set him on a course to save
towards what he wanted to do and not
owe anyone anything along the way.”
Virginia Middle Fork Farm’s dairy
herd left in 1998.
“Change is hard,” Andy said. “Andrea and I know. We cried big tears
when the cows left in September 1998.
We really didn’t have a clue what we
were to do. We just knew we weren’t
going to do or weren’t able to do. What
we weren’t able to do was find reliable,
affordable help on the farm. But that
also proved to be the compass we used
to find our way.”
In talking with friends, the Overbays found they were not the only ones
who could not find adequate farm
labor. They decided not to try.
Believing that the success of any
farm or business means having or
making something someone is willing
to pay you for and to pay you enough
to meet the financial needs of your
family.
“What we did realize was that if
we were strategic and patient, just
as Mom and Dad had been early in
their 30s, things would be just fine,”
he said. “In reality, our background
set us up for success. We knew long
hours and hard work. We knew how to
do with very little financial reward.”
The couple found a new product in
the fall of 1998.
They switched from cows’ milk to
their time and abilities.
A positive factor was that each one
of them had graduated from Virginia
Tech in 1985 with degrees in dairy
science.
“Our labor was worth more than

Benner ...
Continued from Page 6

• Efficiency: This, ultimately,
the use of assets to generate gross
revenues.
We look at this in two ways:
a) Business efficiency: Such
as cost control — what percent of
income goes toward expenses? Are
costs in line with the specific industry?, and
Asset Turnover Ratio: measures
the efficiency assets generate revenue for the business. The higher the
number the better, as this indicates
how efficiently the assets or money
you’ve invested is generating reve-

Andy Overby takes a look at the newest addition to equipment on the Virginia Middlefork Farm his family has created in Smythe
County, Va.
101 Clukey Drive
Photo by Jane W. Graham

we could generate on the farm,” Andy
said. “I worked in ag lending for a
brief period before joining Extension.”
Andrea substitute taught for a year until a full-time biology teacher position
came open.
He credited their extended family
in the Virginia Tecg Dairy Science
department with helping them secure
the positions they have held for the
nue. This is a problem if land values
continue to rise, but income on
the farm remains stagnant or even
declines.
b) Operational efficiency: yield
and production figures/measures.
• Repayment Capacity: measures
the applicant’s ability to repay and
what cushion there is for adversity.
The higher the better.
Often this is in the form of a
“coverage ratio” and the cushion will
be after all loan payments, including
farm and non-farm loans, taxes, and
living expenses are paid.
It is common to have equity and
liquidity exceptions for a young
operation, given they are financing a
large majority of asset purchases.
Additionally, I see poor profitability and efficiency measures in older
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