EPPERSON FAMILY FARM:
GRAFTING ONTO STRONG ROOTSTOCK

STORY AND PHOTOS BY EARL BLOOR

We don’t “own” the land. We are stewards of the land God
gave us for a time. It is our intention to leave the soil and
forest in a better condition than we found them, harvesting
both in a sustainable manner, leaving them unspoiled and
uncontaminated for future generations. With pure water, air
and soil, it is our goal to provide produce of a superior quality
and nutritional value. In order to avoid contamination by
genetically engineered organisms we are increasingly growing
our soil stock and avoiding all hybrids. This is because we are
concerned about your health, our health, and the health of
the environment for generations to come.

Philosophy and mission statement
Epperson Family Farm
Sustainable Farmers of Quality Organic Produce Since 1972

SATURDAY MORNING IN REDDING

he sun was low in the eastern sky; in a few hours it would

be blazing overhead, scorching the throngs who weekly
purvey their wares at the Redding Farmers” Market. The Ep-
person Family Farm stand occupies a primo location at the
market, on the shaded side, the first one on the right as you
enter the market. The starting bell for the Redding market
had not yet rung, yet a group of faithful already gathered
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around the stand. “Why is this crowd around your stall,
Theresa?” I said. “Broccoli,” she responded. When I asked
them the same question, the waiting throng had the same
response— “Broccoli.”

A few minutes later, the blaring of the siren signified the
7:30 a.m. start of the market, and hands scooped up the broc-
coli. Those shoppers arriving at the Redding market at 7:45
and later found radishes, tomatoes, garlic, gladiolas, onions,
shallots, squash, apples, cabbages, peppers, kale, eggs, apples,
and dill at the Epperson Family Farm stand, but no broccoli.

THE ROOTSTOCK

The Eppersons have dedicated their life to providing farmers’
market favorites like broccoli and the rest of the bounty at
their booth. Both Theresa and her husband Ron were raised
on farms in the Auburn area, farms that utilized what later
became known as organic practices. In fact, back in the early
‘70’s, when Floyd Allen of Rodale Press’s Organic Farming &
Gardening magazine sent out queries to locate organic farmers
in California, Ron and Theresa responded. Ron was among
the 54 organic farmers who got together with Allen in Morro
Bay, established California Certified Organic Farmers, and set
up the certification criteria.

“In those days,” Ron said, “you were kind of screwball if
you were into organic gardening.” No hippies—in fact, Ron
worked as a deputy sheriff for Placer County—Ron
and Theresa wanted simply to get back to the land,
to live independently and sustainably. “We just
kind of had gardening in our blood.”

As a result of the meeting in Morro Bay, in 1973
Ron gave up his sheriff’s job in Lake Tahoe, “like
a crazy fool,” he says, to move into the Burney-
Montgomery Creek area and develop a garlic farm
for a San Francisco lawyer whom they'd met at the
Morro Bay meeting. That job led to another with
Hillcrest Orchard. All through these years, he and
Theresa had been traveling through Oregon, Wash-
ington, Idaho, Montana, British Columbia, and all
over northern California, looking for the land they
could get back to.

In October, 1975, Ron and Theresa found a 20
acre farm, complete with house, electricity, and
running water, at an elevation of 3000 feet on
Neebs Road. “We drove down this road,” Theresa
said, “and I saw that big meadow, and I said, “This
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is it. This is it.” “Twenty acres,” Ron said, “with a house and

electricity and water.” They bought it and thence began devel-

oping their farm, grafting onto the strong rootstock of their
beginnings and this
property.

GRAFT: WATER

As it turned out,
the property was
“kind of a disaster”
in the fall of ’75,
certainly when
it came to water
for crop irriga-
tion. Water from
a spring collected
in a cistern in the
meadow, and both
gophers and trac-
tors chewed up the
pipe leading from
it. Ron knew if he
could access water
in a nearby creek,
they'd have gravity
water they could use to irrigate. First they saved up for 1200
feet of plastic pipe, which now gave them a gravity flow, and
eventually, Ron extended the pipeline to a mile, increasing the
water pressure from 15 to 90 pounds of static pressure.

Five years ago, in fulfillment of a lifelong dream to produce
their own power, Ron connected the water to drive turbines
generating all the energy the Eppersons need to run their
farm. The heart of the powerhouse is a 19" century 18-inch
cast iron Pelton wheel given to Ron by a co-worker at the mill
where he worked. Ron used his millwright skills to bring it
back to service. Currently, the Eppersons’ PG&E bills are less
than $5/month, the cost for connection to the grid, though
they use no energy from it.

GRAFT: TO THE FARMERS’ MARKET

Once the water was set for irrigation, they were set to grow
vegetables. Since they lived so far out of town, they decided
the kids—nine of them, five born on the farm property—
would work the garden, and work they did.

Back in those days, the Redding Farmers’ Market was
located in the Mount Shasta Mall, and one Saturday, the Ep-
persons loaded up their truck with produce and a couple of
card tables and went off to sell at the Farmers’ Market. “We
got there, started unloading,” Ron explained, “and the market
manager came over, ‘Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”
The Eppersons had no idea they needed to be members of the

Shasta Growers™ Association, put in an application to sell at

the Market, and have a certified scale to weigh their produce.
So Ron said, “Well, can we do that now?” and they did, and
they started selling.

Regulars at the Redding Farmers’ Market now form lines
not just for their broccoli in August—the elevation of their
farm means their broccoli is ready before most—but for other
favorites: eggs, asparagus and rhubarb in early spring, and
blackberries, raspberries, including golden raspberries, and
tree fruits through late summer and fall.

GRAFT: THE FRUIT

As with the farmers’ market, the Eppersons are self-taught,
just-in-time learning, often by reading books and magazines.
They were charter subscribers to Mother Earth News, aban-
doning their subscription about ten years ago because the
magazine was becoming too commercialized. Their bookshelf
holds both the original and the latest editions of 7he Ency-
clopedia of Organic Gardening. They've got annual journals
on their shelves going back to 1983, journals that record last
frost and first frost, planting time and amounts, amount of
rain and snowfall, what sells out week to week at the farmers’
market and how much more of it they need to bring the next
week, what is grafted and takes and doesn’t take.

Ron mastered the art of grafting through trial and error,
eventually learning that cuttings need to be stored over the
winter in the refrigerator, then grafted to the trees to flourish
when the sap flows in the spring. Now a master-grafter, Ron
grafted six or seven different varieties—Winter Nelis, Asian
pear, Bartlett—to his daughter’s pear tree in Redding, which
had produced “really lousy pears,” and they all took.

The apple orchards at the farm offer a variety of fruit graft-
ed just like their daughter’s pear tree in Redding: Gravensteins
(none this year, however, because of a late frost), Pippins,
Red and Golden Delicious, Jonathans, Homestead apples
(no idea what these are, but they were on the property when
they bought it, one Ron’s favorite and another Theresa’s),
and a curious
“Pink Girl”
apple. The pink
apples—some
arered as a
beet inside,
and the cider
and applesauce
from them are
pink—have
been growing
on the farm
for twenty
years, since
Ron grafted
cuttings given

WWW.EDIBLESHASTABUTTE.COM

EDIBLE SHASTA-BUTTE FALL 2007 15









