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Two Teens Get Rare Chance to Experience Life on a Farm

Rusticus Garden Club Offers Internships at Rainbeau Ridge 

to Teach High School Students about Sustainable Farming

Bedford Hills, NY….Lucie Coleman, 17, lives in Rye, Lauren Harris, 16, in Hasting-on-Hudson, but this summer both girls are forsaking suburban life in their shoreline towns to work on an organic farm, off a dirt road, in Bedford Hills. They are there to learn about farming and sustainability, and how it is possible to live off the land.
The two teens are interning at Rainbeau Ridge farm, thanks to a $500 grant they each received from the Rusticus Garden Club of Bedford. Terry Feldman, a member of Rusticus, explains that the Club wanted to involve younger people in environmental issues, and felt Rainbow Ridge, a model of sustainable suburban agriculture, was a perfect fit for their internship program. “The interns are participating in a full range of farm activities,” she explains. “They are learning as they work.”

For Ms. Coleman, a senior at Greenwich Academy, this farm experience is a natural progression: she has been growing plants and vegetables in her home garden since she was a little girl. One day, she would love to own her own organic farm, following in the footsteps of Rainbeau Ridge founder and co-proprieter, Lisa Schwartz. Says Ms. Coleman: “I always had an appreciation for the important role farming plays in the local community and the environment. This experience is reinforcing those beliefs.”

“I love coming to the farm, driving through the winding, hilly roads, and spending my days producing something that someone will eat,” says Ms. Harris, who will be a junior at Hastings High School this fall. “The experience is so much more than I had hoped."

The interns arrive at 8 a.m., and garden manager Isaac Jahns gets them busy weeding the gardens, trellising the tomatoes, or lining future beds with string so the seeds they sow will be in straight lines. If a vegetable is ready to be harvested, Jahns demonstrates the correct technique. Come Wednesday, it’s all about lettuce. Harvesting is the girls’ first order of the day, then they don rain gear — boots and jackets — and begin washing the greens. Next, it’s time to bag. 

Jahns grew up on a 1,000-acre organic farm in the state of Washington. “My father was an organic farmer long before the organic USDA label,” Jahns says. “I grew up hearing my dad speak about the importance of crop rotation and sanitation. It always made sense to me.”
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These are the same farming techniques practiced at Rainbeau Ridge, the knowledge Jahns is passing on to his interns. He explains that not only are these organic techniques sound and beneficial to the environment, they increase crop yield. Even on just a half-acre, they have no trouble producing vegetables and fruits for the 100 member families that make up their Community Agriculture Partnership (CAP). CAP pick up is every Thursday and Friday, and the teen interns keep busy setting up and stocking the packages that each family takes home.

But the gardens are only part of the Rainbeau Ridge story. This is a full working farm in the tradition of the gentleman’s farm that once occupied this land, with chickens laying eggs, goats producing the milk for the farm’s famous goat cheese, and bees making honey. Farm visitors also like to visit the cows, lambs and llamas, and if the animals are cooperating, snap their pictures. The farm is open at all times for CAP members to enjoy. In addition, there is a full schedule of cooking classes, kids programs and camps, special events and open farm days throughout the year for CAP members and non-members.

Ms. Schwartz, who owns the farm with her husband, Mark, says the internships are vital to the farm’s economy, filling needed positions. An added benefit to this year’s internship application process is that some of the students who were not chosen as Rusticus interns have volunteered at Rainbeau Ridge this summer. 

“Unfortunately, no one has figured out the model to make small, organic farms profitable,” Ms. Schwartz says. “We rely so much on our interns and volunteers.”

In addition to the Rainbeau Ridge internship, Rusticus also sponsors another intern at the Mianus River Gorge Preserve in Bedford. Environmental issues are not new to the 70-year-old garden club, which annually sends a contingent of members to Washington, D.C., to lobby for environmental bills before members of the Senate and House. Members also maintain public gardens, including the West Terrace Garden at John Jay Homestead; the sun garden in front of the Bedford Free Library; the Mount Kisco Child Care Center’s eight sunny window boxes; and the courtyard at Northern Westchester Hospital’s Cancer Center.

MJ Mercurio worked on the internship programs with Mrs. Feldman. For more information on the Rusticus Garden Club and the internship programs, visit www.rusticus.org; about Rainbeau Ridge, www.rainnbeauridge.com.

