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Fable Collective at the 
Clark Farm, Barnard

Story by Maria Buteux Reade
Photos by Orah Moore

An Innovative Model of Collaborative Farming
 

A BIRD’S-EYE VIEW OF BARNARD, JUST NORTH 
of Woodstock, shows verdant pastures, woodlands, and a 
patchwork of cultivated fields. A closer look also reveals a 

yellow-and-white-striped tent adjacent to a garden spread across 
a knobby hilltop. Under and around that tent, little kids burble 
with laughter and energy, fueled by ice cream, while their parents 
relax with glasses of cider or kombucha. Some gather at picnic 
tables and tuck into fresh tacos and green salads. Others meander 
through the fields to view sculptures dotting the bucolic land-
scape. On a small stage by the tent, a trio of fiddle, guitar, and 

drum plays to an enthusiastic crowd hunkered on hay bales. Wel-
come to Feast & Field Market, the heart and soul of Fable Collec-
tive since 2013.
 This family of independent enterprises, a network of dairy, live-
stock, vegetable, and fruit operations, works together to steward 
the land, develop rural businesses, and promote community ex-
periences. The partnership consists of four primary businesses—
Fable Farm Fermentory, Eastman Farm, Kiss the Cow Farm, and 
Heartwood Farm—and also sustains nearly a dozen additional 
farm-based enterprises. Since 2011, the cohort has been based on 

the Clark Farm in Barnard, 
300 acres owned by Vermont 
Land Trust and leased to the 
separate businesses. 
 Every Thursday afternoon 
from early June through late 
October, the farmers and 
community members con-
vene to celebrate at Feast & 
Field held at the Clark Com-
mons, evoking the rural tra-
dition of community gather-
ing to be restored with food 
and drink, music, and art. 
Jon Ramsay, director of the 
Farmland Access Program of 
Vermont Land Trust, helped 
make the dream become re-
ality. “So many farmers are 
concerned about competition 
yet these people have found 
their niches and allowed for 
all to grow. With four dis-
tinct businesses coexisting 
on one farm, they are learn-
ing to manage the land and 

Collaborating on a group photograph are Carin Ewing and Justin Park (far left), owners of Heartwood Farm, and brothers Jon 
(kneeling) and Christopher Piana (standing with his wife Brooke on right), owners of Fable Farm Fermentory. Their mother,  
Meg Piana (kneeling), contributes by helping prepare for the weekly market. 
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divvy up responsibilities. It’s an innovative model of farming that 
people are interested in replicating, a good example of how a col-
laborative approach can enhance a farm enterprise.”
 The Barnard community started the movement to conserve the 
Clark Farm in 2007. The town recognized this large dairy farm 
on the Royalton Turnpike as an important part of their history. 
Tom Platner and other organizers generated enormous support 
and helped raise funds necessary to work with the Clark family 
and to conserve the property through Vermont Land Trust and 
the Freeman Foundation. 
 Dwight Clark had been the principal operator and carried on 
the farm with the support of his sister. Dwight died tragically 
in July 2010, killed by his bull. Jon Ramsay had already been in 
conversation with brothers Christopher and Jon Piana, owners of 
Fable Farm in Barnard, about Vermont Land Trust’s Farmland 
Access Program. “Since Chris and Jonny were already on our ra-
dar when the Clark property became available, we recognized it 
might be an opportunity to work with local farmers interested in 
expanding onto larger land. It was a natural connection to pursue 
when things unfolded.”
 Vermont Land Trust secured the property and worked with the 
owners of the four principal businesses to transition their various 
operations onto the Clark Farm. “Each signed a lease for three 
years to give them a chance to grow and co-manage the land,” Jon 
said. “They succeeded, so we renewed the lease. It’s been excit-
ing to watch their businesses evolve and mature over the past few 
years.” 
 “This whole thing has been born out of synchronicity and 
spread to involve more people and harness their skill set,” ex-
plained Christopher Piana of Fable Farm Fermentory. “The Clark 
Farm was conserved in 2007, and in 2008, Jonny and I began Fa-
ble Farm up on Joe LaDouceur’s property; Joseph and Amy Morel 
got their beef cows and pigs on Eastman Farm around the cor-

Justin Park and his daughter (below) check out the wares at Feast & Field; much of 
the food found here is grown within sight of the market.

The Feast & Field Market, held in 
the fields of Clark Farm, is anything 
but the average farmers’ market; it 
is a party where all the energies and 
fruits of labor come together in a 
celebration once a week (from June 
9 to October 20 this year).
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ner; and Randy and Lisa Robar started Kiss the Cow about a mile 
away. Justin Park and Carin Ewing came a year later and they 
grew veggies as Heartwood Farm. After Dwight died, we worked 
as a team to propose scenarios to the Clark family and Vermont 
Land Trust, who made this happen.”
 What is it like to co-manage a 300-acre property with four 
principal farmers? “In any society, cooperation and communica-
tion are essential,” said Joseph Morel, owner of Eastman Farm. 
“Our setup may appear confusing but it works because we talk 
to each other—a lot. Sure we get impatient at times, but we try 
to work with consensus and develop trust. Communication and 
honesty are the cornerstones of any long-term relationship, be it 
personal or business.”
 And from the looks of what is evolving on the grounds of the 
Clark Farm, these farmer friends are in it for the long haul.

FABLE FARM FERMENTORY 
Brothers Chris and Jon Piana worked at Shelburne Orchard 
in the mid 2000s and moved to Barnard in 2008. Chris’s wife, 
Brooke, taught art at Woodstock schools while the two brothers 
looked for land to farm. “We met Joe LaDouceur, who opened 
his heart and welcomed us to farm part of his land,” Chris said. 
Other people did the same, and thus Fable Farm was born. 
 By 2015, Chris and Jon’s vision was shifting away from veg-
etables and back to fruit, notably making naturally fermented 
cider, wine, and vinegar from the century-old apples that grow 
within a few miles of the farm. “We practice fermentation as a 
means to preserve and expand upon the value of what we grow 
and forage,” Chris explained. Fable Farm Fermentory is now a 
farm-based winery producing aged wines, ciders, vinegars, and 
other herbal elixirs using native yeasts and no sulfites. The press-
ing and fermenting takes place in a wing of the Rumney Barn 
facility located across the road from the Clark Farm. 
 The fermentory transforms what this land offers into health-
ful, fermented products. “We make honey mead, cider, and wines 
from apples, maple, and other saps and will eventually incorpo-
rate grapes,” Chris continued. “We started with apples because 
that was the most readily available sugar source for us. Last year 
we made 3,500 gallons of cider with heirloom and wild apples 
from about a 10-mile radius. Jonny’s the alchemist with apples 
and maple, the magician of the cellar. I tend more to the farm 
end.” Now in their ninth growing season in Barnard, the Pianas 
spent the spring planting apple and pear trees, perennials, and 
hedgerows to create an intensively cultivated system.
 Fable Farm Fermentory also encompasses a catering enterprise 
that provides fresh food prepared from the partnering farms. The 
venues include both the Clark Commons and the Rumney Barn 
with its commercial kitchen, fireside tavern, spacious dining 
rooms, and stone patio. Several weddings are scheduled for this 
summer, and in early June, Fable Fermentory hosted TasteCamp, 
part of a renowned tour that showcases a region’s wines, spirits, 
ciders, beers, and specialty foods. “We host tasting dinners, board 
and business retreats, and special events. We offer full-service ca-
tering, cooking with everything we produce or grow here on the 
various farms.” 
 “Essentially we’re creating an experience grounded in farming, 
food, and culture,” Chris continued. “Folks have put their heart 
into growing and preparing this food and I believe that infuses 
the atmosphere. Fable Fermentory and our culinary enterprise 

“Working together is a humbling experience,” observes Justin Park of Heartwood 
Farm, “as you learn to adjust your needs to mesh with the group’s overall vision.”

AS SEEN IN



V E R M O N T  M A G A Z I N E    2 3

are designed for the long run, not a fleeting ephemeral idea.” 
His greatest joy? “There’s such diversity in our work. Our group 
is creating a culture that we hope will endure and a landscape 
where our children will thrive. People have opened their hearts 
up and contributed so much of their creativity, skill, and energy 
to help support our vision. It’s important for us to give back.”

EASTMAN FARM  
Joseph Morel grew up on a farm in Underhill, and he wanted to 
reconnect with the land and animals. He and his wife Amy, a 
sculptor, moved back to Vermont in 2002 and found the East-
man Farm in Barnard, an old hill farm that spoke to them. The 
Morels spent the next few years clearing the land and renovating 
the early-19th-century cape house and carriage barn. “I have a 
passion for historic preservation so the whole idea of restoring an 
old place and reclaiming pastures appealed to me,” Joseph said. 
Matthew Farrington, a friend of Joseph’s from Underhill, moved 
to Barnard in 2003 to help with the construction and eventually 
became manager of farm operations. 
 With sufficient infrastructure in place, Joseph started estab-
lishing a herd of beef cows in 2007 and began to learn more about 
pasture management. He had noticed a farm for sale on Royalton 
Turnpike, opposite the current entrance to the Clark Farm. Jo-
seph ended up buying that property with an eye toward haying it 
and grazing some cows; that farm would eventually become the 
site of the Rumney Barn. 
 Eastman Farm now raises 65 belted Galloways and 25 Man-
galitsa pigs known for their foraging ability and sumptuous meat 
and fat. “We practice holistic management here with intensive 
rotational grazing. Having hooves on the land improves the ani-

The Fable Farm Fermentory, a farm-based winery, produces aged wines, ciders, vinegars, and honey meads using native yeasts and no sulfites. The fermentory made 
3,500 gallons of cider last year using local heirloom and wild apples. Here, Jon Piana explains the nuances of fermented beverages to a patron.

mals’ health and the soil more than any amendments.” 
 Morel’s second farm on Royalton Turnpike was across from 
the Clark Farm. “Dwight and I had numerous conversations 
about cows and grazing, and I think he could see I was pretty 
serious about farming. Those milk-room conversations were 
incredibly grounding for me.” Joseph recalled a powerful expe-
rience shortly after Dwight’s death in 2010. “At the end of July, 
there was a full moon night. The Piana brothers, Dave Broderick 
(owner of Worthy Burger in South Royalton), and I were having a 
beer. We ended up walking the back pastures of the Clark Farm. 
The tree line and fence lines had been kept clean, and the Clarks’ 
sense of responsibility was palpable. It became clear to all of us 
that that land should remain productive. Meanwhile, we had sev-
eral different enterprises that were desperate to expand. We knew 
something had to happen and all signs pointed to that land. That 
evening started some conversations among the group of us.”
 Once the four farms were settled on the Clark Farm by 2011, 
Joseph commenced a new project: transporting and restoring a 
1770 barn from Rumney, New Hampshire on his second prop-
erty. “The Rumney Barn represents a commitment to the future, 
an investment in long-term agriculture with viticulture and hos-
pitality as keystone,” he explained. “It’s a very old-world concept. 
You go to a big farm with a huge kitchen where they put up their 
own food and make their own wine and serve feasts to guests 
and friends. There’s a deep connection to the food and the land 
and the people who produce it all. We want to provide that for 
people.”
 Joseph loves cooking and credits his grandmother as an inspi-
ration. “She had the larder. As soon as she saw people coming, 
food was soon on the table, prepared with love and generosity. 

AS SEEN IN



2 4    J U LY / A U G U S T  2 0 1 6

Having all these amazing ingredients at my own doorstep in-
spired my own culinary journey,” he shared. 
 What surprises him most? “The Feast & Field experience. Peo-
ple from all backgrounds and ages come to be part of this com-
munity for a couple of hours. Chloe Powell has brought the music 
and arts programming to a new level. We built the field kitchen 
under the tent so we could feed families who come to market. I 
offered to cook and we make organic tacos. We’re not just selling 
value-added products; we’re making them exclusively from ele-
ments we grow on the farms.”

KISS THE COW FARM 
Randy and Lisa Robar are teachers-turned-farmers, and both 
serve on the board of Rural Vermont. Randy provided a thumb-
nail sketch: “We milk 12 Jerseys, raise 400 laying hens, process 
on-farm several hundred chickens, ducks, and turkeys. We sell 
wholesale to restaurants in the area and do the Woodstock, Nor-
wich, and Feast & Field markets. We have a self-serve store at the 
Clark Farm homestead stocked with our milk, ice cream, eggs, 
veal, and poultry as well as products from neighboring farms.” 
 So how did they get started? “I have no real background in 
farming,” Randy laughed. “We were living outside of Boston. 
Around 2005, Lisa and I started thinking about food and once 
you do that, you realize there’s not much in a supermarket that’s 
healthy for you, and most isn’t even food! We decided to grow 
our own, which meant we had to leave Boston.” They saw an 
ad listing an apartment for sale on a beef farm in Vermont and 
headed north. They moved onto Joe LaDouceur’s property, and 
Lisa found a job teaching music in Woodstock schools. “Joe had 
a bunch of Herefords,” Randy said, “and every time I heard his 
door slam, I would put on my jacket and run out to help him.”
 By 2008, the Robars had begun to establish their own farm a 
couple of miles away. Their first two cows lived in their garage 
converted to a small barn. “Like so many small diversified farms, 
we tried everything. We had a couple of cows, a few pigs, some 
laying hens, and a handful of meat chickens. We did maple sug-
aring, grew pumpkins, made relish, jellies, jams, and pickles, and 
sold veal and beef. You can’t sell enough of any one thing to sur-
vive. But we kept coming back to the cows.” Sophie is their first 
cow, now 10 years old. Her face graces their blue, white, and yel-
low logo. “The average age of cows in the U.S. is 4 years. I guess 
we treat our cows pretty well,” Randy beamed. He called off their 
names: Daffodil, Princess Pomegranate, Bagel, Biscuit, Baby, 
Peach, and Charisma. Randy giggled sheepishly: “You’re pretty 
pampered, huh girls?” and smiled adoringly at his lowing herd. 
 Randy rewound to July 2010. “After Dwight died, his sister 
moved into the farmhouse and carried on until family could de-
velop a plan. The community descended on this place to help the 
woman, and we pitched in by milking. Later that year, we heard 
someone had three cows that needed a new home, right away. 
Our garage/barn was maxed out but since we had helped milk 
up here for Dwight’s sister, I knew there was room in the barn. 
I asked if I could park my new cows here temporarily. Well, that 
became their permanent home and we moved our other cows up 
here within a few weeks. That was April 2011.”
 The Robars started selling raw milk but still had excess. After 
one winter experimenting with cheese, they learned that mak-
ing the cheese was the easy part. Trying to sell it in a saturated 
market was another. Randy was haying one July afternoon and 

Guests are welcome to stroll the fields and enjoy the sculptures amidst the rolling 
landscape.

Joseph Morel, owner of Eastman Farm, in his other role as chef of Merry Bones 
Tacos.

Cider and kombucha by the glass, baked goods, ice cream, cheeses, flowers, tacos, 
and everything from duck eggs to artwork can be found at the market. 
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it dawned on him: ice cream! “We had the milk, cream, and eggs 
right here. We made lots of trial batches and foisted it on our 
friends. People loved it, and we decided we enjoyed making it.” 
They bought a pasteurizer in 2015 and started up the ice cream 
business in earnest. “It’s small batch and hand-packed in pints. 
We have a repertoire of more than 30 flavors, with a core group of 
sweet cream, maple, 2 Die 4 dark chocolate, 3 Continent vanilla, 
blueberry lavender, mint chip (we make our own chips), and Holy 
Cow with our yellow cream base and our own dark chocolate 
cookies we crumble up.” 
 What do they love best? “Lisa and I do this to feed our commu-
nity. It’s really cool to provide food to our friends and neighbors. 
We’re both teachers at heart and love this chance to share this 
lifestyle and these skills with the young adults on our farm. And 
we’re happy to be a part of preserving this land for future farmers 
who will succeed us.” 

HEARTWOOD FARM 
Justin Park grew up in California with no real exposure to agri-
culture. After college, he worked in a natural foods store in Lake 
Tahoe. “I was eating more whole foods, which inspired me to en-
ter the food system at the roots level. My girlfriend, Carin, was 
also working at the natural food store and we started volunteer-
ing together on a farm about an hour away. We’d work all Sat-
urday and then hang out at the farmers’ market where they had 
music and all the townspeople came.” 
 After three years, Justin left California and moved east to Ver-
mont in 2009. “I had friends who grew up around Barnard, and 
I ended up working with Jon and Chris at Fable Farm.” Carin 
remained on a farm in California and then came out to join Jus-
tin. In 2010, they both landed jobs at Cedar Mountain Farm at 
Cobb Hill. “Cedar Mountain Farm broadened our experience 
and exposed us to dairy and draft horses, which I loved,” Justin 
said. The couple took the next year off, traveled, had their first 
child, bought property in Barnard, and started Heartwood Farm 
in 2012 at the Clark Farm. 
 For two years, Heartwood and Fable Farms grew the vegetables 
collaboratively. With the Pianas focused on their fermentory, Jus-
tin now manages the vegetable production, running Heartwood 
Farm assisted by farm partner Mary Myers and a few interns. 
“We have a CSA with 100 members and a number of wholesale 
accounts. Our soil is ideal for root crops, and salad greens are also 
popular.” 
 The land’s merits? “The Knob is undulating but has lots of pock-
ets with well-drained, rich, loamy soil. We also have three acres 
over at Eastman Farm’s field and another acre parcel nearby.” Al-
though growing crops on several different locations requires a lot 
of driving among parcels, it also assures careful crop rotation and 
reduces chances for disease and pests. 
 Carin now makes kombucha, using herbs and flowers from the 
farm and seasonal wild berries. “The idea was for us to farm to-
gether but that got complicated when we started having kids,” 
Justin explained. “She started brewing kombucha as something 
she could do at home and contribute when we went to market. So 
now I’m growing vegetables, she’s making kombucha, and we sell 
at farmers’ markets together.”
 The group of enterprises is trying to find the most effective 
ways to market and distribute their various products. “There’s 12 
of us in this collective: farmers, food producers, and artists. Dave 

Randy Robar, owner of Kiss the Cow Farm, scoops out a dish of ice cream which 
they make in small batches and hand-pack in pints. 

Broderick, owner of Worthy Burger, offers business guidance. As 
a vegetable farm, we would like to branch into more value-added 
products, such as sauerkraut, pickled veggies, salsas, all of which 
we could prepare in larger volume in the commercial kitchen at 
the Rumney Barn.”
  What keeps Justin inspired? “Working together is a humbling 
experience as you learn to adjust your needs to mesh with the 
group’s overall vision. What we are doing collectively allows a 
greater impact not only on our immediate community but also 
within our regional food system. By succeeding, we can show 
how a collective model of agricultural enterprises can work.” 

Maria Buteux Reade has a home along the Battenkill River in Arlington, VT. 
After 27 years teaching English, she now balances freelance writing with work 
at Someday Farm in East Dorset. 

JUST THE FACTS 
Feast & Field Market  
(at Clark Commons)
1544 Royalton Turnpike, Barnard, VT 05031 
Thursday, 4:30–7:30 p.m., from June 9 to  
October 20. Live music is from 5:30–8:00 p.m.  

Barnard

A young market-goer clearly enjoys mint chocolate chunk ice cream.
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