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GET YOUR BOOTS DIRTY, continued on page 3

Leah Hennessy of Moxie Ridge Farm is a new farmer getting started thanks to the Hudson Valley Farmlink Network. Shown here with her draft horses Sam and Charlie, 
retired racehorse Nadia, and one of her young dairy goats. 

L
eah Hennessy enters the barn at Moxie 
Ridge Farm & Creamery, making sure to 
greet Little Sister, a curious Alpine goat, 

with lots of pets and scratches on the neck. 
Little Sister is the “queen” of the farm’s 

dairy goat herd. Goats, as herd animals, 
organize themselves into a natural hierarchy, 
a structure meant to protect the pack from 
threats. As queen, Little Sister expects the 
most attention and follows Leah around the 
barnyard wherever she goes.

A first-generation farmer, Leah has a knack 
for understanding what makes her goats and 
other animals—including chickens, geese, 
pigs, and horses—tick. She talks to them and 
dispenses kisses and affectionate scratches as 
she does chores around the 46-acre farm. “I get 
them on the deepest level,” she says. 

The 37-year-old, who grew up in the suburbs 
of upstate New York, learned enough about 
agriculture and cheese-making to start her own 
Washington County, New York, farm in 2016 
through “sheer force of will,” she says.

Before that, Leah was a marketing guru on 
the West Coast, an agent at an entertainment 
agency in Hollywood, California, who then 
launched her own consulting business advising 
the wine industry on marketing to millennials. 

Despite the success, happiness eluded her. “I 
bought into the idea that you work your way up 
the career ladder, and it makes you happy,” she 
says. “That didn’t happen.”

On a business trip to Provence, France, Leah 
visited a creamery and fell in love with goats 
and their cheeses. She moved back to the East 
Coast in 2014, determined to get into farming. 
A job at Coach Farm in Columbia County, 

New York, taught her about managing goats, 
and she learned all about artisanal cheese-
making while working as a cheese monger at a 
specialty shop in Albany. 

And she started attending every free 
workshop she could hosted by Cornell 
Cooperative Extension (CCE), the New York 
land-grant college that offers agricultural 
education. “Red Clover Hay Day or Soil Health 
Day, I was there,” she laughs.

Figuring out how to acquire her own farm 
wasn’t easy. “Access to farmland is so difficult,” 
she says. Searching traditional means of finding 
property, from classified ads to Craigslist, 
didn’t turn up much. She needed a functioning 
goat dairy, which was hard to find.

But one online search turned up Hudson 
Valley Farmlink Network, a website and 
program of American Farmland Trust’s New 
York office that connects beginning farmers 
with established farmers looking for someone 
to take over their land. “Farmlink gave me 

optimism there were more options out there,” 
Leah says.

Then on a beginning farmer bus tour 
sponsored by the Agricultural Stewardship 
Association, a local farmland protection group, 
she met Tim Biello, who works for American 
Farmland Trust overseeing the Hudson Valley 
Farmlink Network program. 

Tim helped her fill out a profile that 
explained just what she was looking for, which 
helped facilitate a match with a couple who 
wanted to retire but see their much-loved 
Argyle farm continue as a farm. 

A farm-minded equity group, Dirt Capital, 
helped finance her dream of buying the 
farm, and Leah received grants and valuable 
assistance from American Farmland Trust, 
the Hudson Valley Agribusiness Development 
Corp., FARMroots, and the Agricultural 
Stewardship Association. 

Go Get Your Boots Dirty
FOR A FIRST-GENERATION FARMER LIKE LEAH HENNESSY, STARTING HER 
OWN FARM WAS HUGELY CHALLENGING—BUT LED TO HAPPINESS.

  American Farmland Trust’s Farms for 

the Next Generation program helps new 

farmers and ranchers overcome one of 

the most significant barriers to entering 

the profession: securing suitable land. 

Learn more at farmland.org/NextGen. 

For resources for beginning farmers and 

ranchers, visit American Farmland Trust’s 

Farmland Information Center at  

farmlandinfo.org/beginningfarmers.

PHOTOS BY LAWRENCE WHITE



FROM THE PRESIDENT 
None of us are getting any younger. That 

is especially true of the American farmer. 

The Census of Agriculture, published 

every five years by the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, shows that the average age  

of U.S. farmers is increasing—from 

50.5 years to 58.3 years over the 

past three decades.

Farmers are aging, and the land they 

steward must be passed on to the next 

generation. Profound changes in the 

landscape are on the horizon—over the 

next 20 years, about 371 million acres of 

farmland (41 percent of all U.S. farmland) 

is expected to change hands as aging 

farmers retire.

It’s a demographic freight train. If the 

trends continue, America could face a 

future with too few farms. We are entering 

the most critical period in our nation’s 

agricultural history, where we must learn 

all we can from existing farmers and take 

active steps to attract and support the 

next generation of farmers and ranchers.

While the number of beginning farmers 

nationally is on the decline, I do think 

the trend is reversible. I say this not just 

because I’m optimistic, but because 

in some parts of the country we have 

done exactly that. If you look at a state 

like Maine, where I lived and worked for 

many years, the number of beginning 

farmers has increased in the last two 

agricultural censuses. 

That’s because there are plenty 

of people who want to get into the 

profession—whether they are young 

people interested in getting their hands 

dirty and giving back to their communities 

or older folk looking for a meaningful 

second career. I have worked with 

hundreds of beginning farmers—like the 

tenacious Leah Hennessy, who you will 

read about in the cover story—who have 

the determination and skills to start farms 

of their own.

What we need to do is create more 

opportunities for them. The cost of land 

is a huge barrier. The need for training, 

business planning, and start-up capital 

are often barriers also. (The National FFA 

Organization, which you’ll read about on 

the back cover, are doing a tremendous 

job helping to prepare young people for 

careers in agriculture.)

 Here are five things we’re doing at 

American Farmland Trust to reverse 

the trend:

1. The federal farm bill, authorized 

every five years, can help train the 

next generation of farmers. One of 

our priorities is working to make 

sure the 2018 Farm Bill boosts new 

farmers and contains more funding for 

land protection. 

2. All over the country, we support 

programs that permanently protect 

farmland and ranchland with agricultural 

conservation easements. That prevents 

the land from being developed 

and makes it more affordable for 

beginning farmers.

3. Our Farms for the Next Generation 

program is training a core group of 

professionals to provide critical support 

for beginning farmers and ranchers as 

they strive to acquire farmland and build 

their operations.

4. AFT’s Hudson Valley Farmlink Network 

gives beginning farmers personal 

coaching and “matchmaking” through 

the HudsonValleyFarmlandFinder.org 

website, which connects beginning 

farmers with retiring farmers.

5. Women farmers and landowners are a 

rapidly growing demographic, including 

many beginning and new farmers. 

Research shows that women are 

typically underserved by conservation 

programs. AFT’s Women for the Land 

initiative brings women together in 

learning circles to give them knowledge 

about the various tools available to 

help them make sound conservation 

decisions for their land.

I see hope in the years ahead, because 

there’s a growing connection among 

consumers, their food, and the farms 

that grow it. Much of my hope is also due 

to you—and your support of American 

Farmland Trust over the years. Thank you.

John Piotti

President & CEO, American Farmland Trust

The Perfect Dill Pickle
FARM FRESH RECIPE

5 lbs. cucumbers (I like using  
“muncher” or Persian cucumbers,  
but any soft-skinned variety will do)

1 head garlic 

4 Tbsp. whole black peppercorns 

4 tsp. yellow or brown mustard seeds 

2 tsp. caraway seeds 

1 large bunch fresh dill

5 cups water 

5 cups white distilled vinegar 

5 Tbsp. salt 

1 tsp. granulated sugar 

4 quart-sized glass jars with lids

To Make:

1. Rinse jars and lids under hot, slightly soapy water and set aside to dry. 

2. Prep the cucumbers. Wash, trim the ends, and slice in half or in quarters, 
depending on the size of the cucumber.

3. Prep the jars. I find that 5 pounds of cucumbers usually fill about 4 quart-sized 
glass jars. In each jar, place 2–4 cloves of garlic, 1 Tbsp. peppercorns, 1 tsp. 
mustard seeds, 1/2 tsp. caraway seeds, and a few sprigs of fresh dill. Set aside.

4. This is the secret to it all! Steam the cucumbers for 1–2 minutes until they just 
begin to soften. Do not cook them too long, so they maintain their crispness. 
Immediately immerse in an ice-water bath and set aside.

5. Make the brine. In a medium-sized saucepan, mix the water, vinegar, salt, and 
sugar. Stirring occasionally, heat until the salt is absorbed into the liquid and the 
mixture comes to just a boil.

6. While the brine is coming to a boil, stuff the jars with cooled cucumbers. Fill in 
spaces with as much fresh dill as you prefer. You can also throw extra cloves of 
garlic too.

7. As soon as the brine comes to a boil, pour it into each jar until the liquid reaches 
the top. The brine will be hot, so be careful.

8. Seal each jar with a clean lid and transfer immediately to the refrigerator.

9. The pickles will be ready to eat in 5–7 days and will keep in the fridge for up to 
4–6 weeks. 

Pickling the summer’s bounty of fresh vegetables is a tradition on many farms. Here, 
AFT’s Digital Communications Manager Greg Plotkin shares his secret to the perfect 
dill pickle.

J
O

N
A

T
H

A
N

 P
IE

L
M

A
Y

E
R

/U
N

S
P

L
A

S
H
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But the Hudson Valley Farmlink Network 
was the catalyst that made it all happen.

“If I hadn’t gotten off work and gone on that 
bus ride, I probably wouldn’t be here on this 
farm today,” she says. “The fact that there’s an 
actual live person to talk to is one of the most 
valuable parts of it. New York and counties like 
Washington will continue to draw new farmers 
because of the Farmlink resource. American 
Farmland Trust was an important part of this 
whole transition.”

Aside from an intern, Leah's father, and 
volunteers who help out on the farm and at 
farmers markets, Moxie Ridge is a one-person 
operation. Leah sometimes works 20-hour 
days. During kidding season in spring, she’s a 
goat midwife, sleeping on a couch in the barn 
as she helps does give birth. And she milks the 
goats, makes cheese, markets the farm, and 
attends to countless other tasks. 

But the dark periods of depression she used 
to suffer have lifted. “I noticed before that any 
time I was outside, something would change 
for me,” she says. “I’m a better person on the 
farm. Sunlight, physical work, and being around 
animals are all things that help depression. 
This clicks for me. This is happiness.”

To other beginning farmers, she dispenses 
the following advice: “Go get your boots dirty. I 
thought farmers were born. I didn’t realize you 
could become a farmer until I did it.”

= Moxie Ridge Farm’s cheeses, eggs and 

meat are sold at farmers markets in Glens 

Falls, Cambridge, and Saratoga Springs, New 

York. Visit www.moxieridgefarm.com for more 

information.

Go get your boots 

dirty. I thought 

farmers were born. 

I didn’t realize you 

could become a 

farmer until I did it.
— NEXT-GENERATION FARMER  

LEAH HENNESSY OF MOXIE RIDGE  

FARM & CREAMERY

Making the Connection
Hudson Valley Farmlink Network (HVFN), a program of 

American Farmland Trust’s New York office, helps new and 

beginning farmers in New York and New Jersey find the land 

they need to get started. 

The program, which offers free one-on-one assistance and 

a farmland finder website, connects existing farmers who 

want to retire with prospective farm buyers or leasers of 

their land. 

Since launching in 2014, more than 2,000 farmers and landowners received personal 

coaching through the network, more than 35,000 visited the website, and more than 

135 farmers put down new roots. The program also awards grants to HVFN partner 

organizations to support projects including educational and networking events for new 

farmers, support for women farmers, resources for Spanish-speaking farmers, and more. 

“A two-prong approach is needed to help young and beginning farmers in their journey 

to finding land,” says David Haight, American Farmland Trust’s New York director. “We need 

to make it easy for all farmers and landowners to get easy access to information. At the 

same time, we need experts who can help with the technical, legal, and financial issues that 

can stop even the most ambitious aspiring farmers in their tracks.”

The program is especially important because the average age of the American farmer is 

rising, while new beginning farmers face a host of challenges in getting started. 

“There are a lot of people like me in my generation that want to farm,” says young farmer 

Leah Hennessy [see cover story]. “Unless we do something to help and support them,  

those farms are going to go away.”

Learn more at hudsonvalleyfarmlandfinder.org.

What you put on your fork matters. 

T
hat’s the message behind American 
Farmland Trust’s tenth annual Farmers 
Market Celebration, which launched on 

June 21 and runs until mid-September. 
The annual celebration encourages market 

customers, farmers, and others who believe 
their community has the best farmers market 
in the country to endorse that market and 

encourage fellow consumers to support local 
farms and food. 

When you shop directly from local farmers, 
you help to keep them in business, which can 
have the following benefits: 

 Boosting the local economy

 Protecting farmland and the environment

 Maintaining community access to healthy 
local food 

 Increasing opportunities for new and 
beginning farmers 

Join the celebration online and  
vote for your favorite market by visiting  
markets.farmland.org!

GET READY TO CELEBRATE!

markets.farmland.org



AMERICAN 
FARMLAND

1150 Connecticut Avenue, NW 
Suite 600

 Washington, DC 20036
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f you grew up in an agricultural community, 
you likely recognize the blue corduroy jackets 
emblazoned with gold badges that student 

members of the National FFA Organization, 
or FFA (formerly Future Farmers of 
America) wear.

The national youth organization represents 
more than 650,000 young people in the United 
States, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands who want to explore future careers 
in agriculture. FFA is not just for students 
who want to be farmers and ranchers; FFA 
also welcomes members who aspire to the 
more than 250 careers related to agriculture, 
including veterinary medicine, food science, 
agricultural research, and more. 

“We really are growing leaders in 
agriculture and working to prepare students 
for tomorrow’s careers in agriculture,” says 

Kristy Meyer, communications manager for 
the National FFA Organization. “We’re sharing 
the story of agriculture and helping people 
understand what goes into producing our food 
and how we’re going to feed the world in 2050.”

The future of agriculture is not just rural. 
While FFA students are organized in local 
chapters at high schools that offer agricultural 
education, there are many chapters in urban 
and suburban areas. “We’re really focused on 
inclusion and diversity in agriculture, and 
bringing new educators into the field,” says 
Nicole Beckley, marketing, communications 
and engagement manager for the National 
FFA Foundation.

 American Farmland Trust signed a 
partnership agreement with the National FFA 
Organization earlier this year to reflect the 
shared missions of the two organizations—and 
pave the way for future collaborations.

“Young people are the future of farming,” 
says John Larson, senior vice president at 
American Farmland Trust. “We recognize 
through our Farms for the Next Generation 
program that we need to make it easier for 
future generations of farmers to get on the land 
and start their own businesses. FFA plays a 
huge role in educating our future farmers and 
ranchers, and we’re proud to partner with them 
on advancing our shared goals.”

American Farmland Trust will provide 
support and guidance to FFA when the 
organization has donors who wish to support 
FFA by preserving their agricultural land 
for perpetuity.

PARTNER PROFILE 

National FFA Organization and Foundation
  

“The memorandum of understanding with 
American Farmland Trust is the beginning of 
an exciting, mutually beneficial partnership,” 
says Mark Poeschl, CEO of the National FFA 
Organization and Foundation. “Our more than 
650,000 student members are learning to be 
leaders in the industry of agriculture, and 
American Farmland Trust will help us sustain 
the future of FFA.”

= Don’t have FFA chapter where you live? 

Start an agricultural education program in your 

community. Visit FFA.org.
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