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Introduction: Roots of a passion

It was 1982, the year that I graduated from high school, when I took an interest in no-till farming. 
I wish I could say that I wanted to do my part to protect the soil and become a champion for the 
environment, but I confess that I wasn’t exactly out to save the Chesapeake Bay back then. Mostly 
I just wanted to get rid of those confounded erosion ditches that took so much time to fill each 
year at harvest time. Why do all that work when there was a better way? I felt the same way about 
going to college.

In the years since, I’ve gotten quite an education here at Cedar Meadow Farm. I was born for this. 
Here I grew up, and here I stay. What I have learned comes from decades working under the sun, 
not from four years buried in textbooks. I’m not against book learning – our house has plenty of 
good reading on the shelves – but I strongly believe that we grow mostly by experiencing, con-
necting, and sharing. A fellow can learn a lot by listening and observing. Whenever I want to fig-
ure out how to do something better, I get to know folks who already are doing it, watch how they 
do it, and ask who taught them to do it. That’s a good way to learn to farm better. I don’t know a 
better way to learn to do anything.

As you soon will see in the chapters ahead, I have a message to share that my fellow farmers 
must hear if we want our way of life to endure into the next generation and beyond. Our world 
is changing swiftly in so many ways, and farmers must either adapt or die out. That is not meant 
to sound hopeless. If we listen to what the people who buy our products are telling us, we can 
future-proof our farms. We have an opportunity to thrive as never before while becoming better 
caretakers of this good earth that God has given us. 

I have continued to meet a lot of smart and dedicated people as I have expanded my horizons 
coast to coast, across the seas, and wherever people are willing to hear about the environmental 
and economic value of putting away the plow and planting cover crops. I am humbled that so 
many esteemed professionals and businesspeople are interested in hearing the essentially simple 
message from this third-generation farmer from Pennsylvania. They want to get to know some-
one who is doing it, who is making it work on his own acres – and what good is information 
unless it is shared? 

I deeply respect people who have attained masters and doctorate degrees and such. I also deeply 
respect those who walk their land and stoop to sniff the hay and feel the soil, then rise to scan the 
sky. In a college classroom you can learn a lot about farming. It’s out in the fields and up on the 
tractor where you learn to farm. It has been my pleasure to meet a good many people who are 
comfortable in both settings and who are determined to do things the right way.

Which takes me back to 1982 and those annoying ditches. I had been farming long enough to get 
sick and tired of filling in those ruts so that we could get our equipment into the fields to harvest 
the crops. They were more like trenches, sometimes a couple of feet deep. I thought that was just 
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wrong – not because our soil was washing away, which it was, but because I was wasting hours 
shoveling dirt just so I could get some real work done. It’s not that I was arrogant or uncaring, 
but at the time I was thinking about efficiency, not sustainability. I didn’t yet understand how the 
farmer’s traditional plowing methods had been hurting the environment and picking his pocket.

That perspective, or lack of one, soon would change. After trying out no-till on a few fields, I 
began getting a feeling at the soul level that this was the way we should be farming. I started to see 
the benefits of keeping the soil intact. The soil, which to farmers like me is everything, was stay-
ing in place where God had put it. It wasn’t getting swept downstream with every storm. I was a 
teenager with a lot to learn, but I knew that we were on to a good thing.

At the same time, we had been planting cereal rye as a cover crop to some extent, but not every 
year and only when it was convenient. The rye was another way of controlling erosion between 
the plantings of our cash crops. Once I began to see the impressive benefits of no-till, though, I 
started to wonder whether we would need cover crops at all after giving the soil a decade or so to 
recover from the plow. 

I was still wondering that in 1995, when I met Dr. Ray Weil of the Department of Environmen-
tal Science and Technology at the University of Maryland, a man who also works directly with 
villagers and indigenous people in Africa and Mexico on a variety of soil, water, and crop issues. 
I asked him whether no-till alone might be sufficient to ensure soil health. “I’ve been asking the 
same thing,” he told me. “Would you like to join me in some research?” 

That year, we began the cover crop experiment, in which we did controlled plantings in successive 
years for comparison to other fields without cover crops. Otherwise, the fields were farmed the 
same way. Four years later, after the harvest of 1999, I had my answer. That was a very dry year in 
Lancaster County, and when I compared the yields from the fields, I knew that I would never turn 
back from cover crops. 

The land where I had planted cover crops those four years were now producing twenty-eight more 
bushels of corn per acre. The organic matter was richer, the nutrients were denser, the overall soil 
health was better in those fields. Yes, cover crops do pay, I concluded, and I resolved to incorpo-
rate them everywhere that I could on my farm – and that was my mission as we headed into the 
new millennium.

About the same time that I was beginning the cover crop experiments, I began working with the 
Pennsylvania Association for Sustainable Agriculture, where I became a board member. I was 
conducting a basic experiment using lower-rate herbicides, and I got the idea to invite folks to a 
little field day here at Cedar Meadow Farm. It was the first time that I had done that, and nearly 
thirty people showed up. I thought it was awesome that people would want to come to see my 
farm. After that, I began holding field days every year. Soon my research was being showcased in 
farm publications. I was developing a reputation as a pioneer and an innovator.

As a result of that first field day at Cedar Meadow, the association asked me to talk about it at its 
annual winter conference. Never before had I spoken in public – but when I got up in front of 
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those folks, I found that I was comfortable in that role. My passion overcame my fears. In any 
case, I figured, this would be the last time I did such a thing. Then came a series of requests. Those 
who heard me approached to ask whether I might be willing to give other talks at other meetings, 
and when I spoke at those gatherings, I soon got even more requests. 

It all snowballed. With my reputation for innovation, I found myself in even more demand 
to appear at conferences. I can’t say that I had ever imagined becoming a public speaker, but 
I was up for the challenge. Over the years I have worked to hone my craft, reading books and 
watching videos on how to present oneself convincingly so the audience will remember the 
message. (One book, Everyone Communicates, Few Connect by John Maxwell, particularly 
resonated with me.) I found a lot of good tips on TED Talks. In short, I discovered a new me. 
I enjoyed reaching out and sharing what I knew and comparing notes with colleagues to help 
us all be the best we could be. 

I have remained active in the speaking circuit so that I can spread the word personally. To back 
that up, I also developed what I consider to be the world’s largest library of farmer produced 
webinars, over a hundred and fifty of them. I have three Facebook accounts directly related to 
cover crops, soil health and, most recently, CBD hemp.  An online search of my name will find 
numerous articles and YouTube videos, and I am active on Twitter with over 10,000 followers. 

Nonetheless, the Internet is not my primary platform. All that online and social media activity 
is a byproduct of what I do. The real work comes handshake by handshake, whether I’m speak-
ing to ten people gathered at an Amish farm or a thousand or more at a national conference.

As I write this, a quarter century after my first speaking engagement, I am still going strong. I 
feel that I have found a purpose that combines my experience working the land with my desire 
to forge connections and educate. My greatest satisfaction comes from inspiring others to go 
out and make a difference. I find it gratifying to see others succeed and to know that I played a 
role in their progress. My mission is to put people together for the purpose of taking good care 
of God’s earth. That is my way of changing the world. 
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Chapter 1: Danger and opportunity
(excerpt)

The nightcrawlers fascinated me as I walked my fields in the drizzle of a May morning. I began 
counting. Thirty-six of them to the square yard. Dropping to my knees, I sifted a clump of soil 
through my fingers, and a five-inch earthworm wriggled on my hand. 

Generally, these creatures emerge from the soil under cover of darkness, but when conditions are 
right and the soil is rich, they come out in the daytime, too. By their presence in such numbers, 
they were telling me, loud and clear, that they liked living at Cedar Meadow Farm, which my fam-
ily has operated for nearly a century here in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. This was earthworm 
heaven, and you could say they were thanking me for keeping it that way.

To the east, the sun soon enough would rise high to drive away the mist, and the worms would 
retreat to continue their feast in the moist and luscious layers below. And after a day’s labor, with 
the sun setting across the Susquehanna River, I retreated from the fields as well, back to our farm-
house, to the embrace of family, and to the aroma of my wife’s delicious cooking, grateful to my 
Maker for the gift of another day of doing what I love.

Farmers live by cycles of suns and seasons, of risings and settings, of plantings and harvests. The 
best of them respect nature with a reverence of love and fear. Every day, farmers of all stripes – 
from the major commodity producers of corn and soybeans and wheat, to the vegetable growers 
like me who serve local and regional markets, right down to the backyard gardeners with a shovel 
and a packet of peas – scan the horizon to watch for heavy skies. 

Nature is mostly beyond our control. Farmers can prepare, certainly, and pray, but we are at its 
mercy much of the time. We learn to save up for the meager seasons while rejoicing in the good 
ones. If you work the land, you understand. The clouds could bring gentle showers to nourish 
your crops. Or they could bring a pounding downpour with hail that strips away your high hopes 
for the harvest. I’ve been there. I know.

Look to the horizon now. The wind is shifting. Something big is brewing out there, and I’m not 
talking about the weather. I’m talking about something else that could either sustain you or 
destroy you. This front that is sweeping in has the power, within a decade or two, to extinguish 
dreams – but the farmer who sees it coming, and who prepares, and is willing to try something 
different, will flourish. His cup will run over.

I write this book as both a warning and an encouragement for my fellow farmers. I write it also 
for anybody who works with farmers as consultants and advisors, or who just cares about farm-
ing, or about nutritious food, or about being good stewards of the earth. I write it for those who 
care about the Chesapeake Bay, and Lake Erie, and the Mississippi Delta, and anywhere else 



where land or water have been at risk. I write it for those who buy the farmer’s food, whether 
that’s the supermarket consumer or the multinational conglomerate.

This book is a wake-up call. It’s time to get up, stretch, eat a hearty breakfast, and get out to the 
fields to see which way the wind blows.

The power to enrich
Here it is, in a nutshell so to speak. This is my message to my agricultural friends who make a 
living off the land:

You are in danger of becoming obsolete. Major market changes are coming that will force farmers 
to make difficult decisions. If you adjust to those changes, you can avoid the danger and capitalize 
on a huge opportunity. If you don’t, you’re a goner. To preserve your livelihood, you must act now.

Here’s why: Consumers these days are demanding food that is produced responsibly and sustain-
ably. The trend is unmistakable and accelerating. Many of those folks don’t live near a farm, and 
they don’t know a farmer, but they do know what they have heard in the news or read on blogs 
or wherever they get the scoop on what’s happening. They learn about chemical-laden waterways 
and hormone-infused livestock and denuded forests, and though there’s plenty of blame to pass 
around, somehow it’s the farmer who often gets the black eye. 

On the other hand, consumers deeply appreciate farmers who, in their estimation, do the right 
thing. People want good food that’s good for their bodies and good for the planet, and they will 
line up to buy from the farmer who they trust can deliver it. Whether they are right or wrong 
about it all isn’t the point. This is what more and more consumers clearly want – and the first les-
son of economics is that when supply is limited and demand is strong, prices rise. 

Low market prices hurt the farmer just as surely as drought or flood or blight. Many are strug-
gling to eke out a living. No surprise there. They face high production costs and dwindling re-
turns. It’s a matter of survival. As they try to keep a business going, they naturally will be looking 
for ways to trim their expenses to make some kind of profit on what they produce. Otherwise, 
why bother to produce at all? As much as they love it, they might have to leave it. 

So what can you do, other than calling it a day? How can you ensure a profitable future? How do 
you future-proof your farm so that you can keep doing what you love?

One way that some farmers are getting a better price and reducing their costs is by getting on 
board with what has become known as the regenerative agriculture movement. Now that might 
just sound like fancy words, but it really comes down to farming much as it was done in the old 
days, in the ways that farmers always knew was best – but now they can do it with the advantages 
of advanced machinery and twenty-first century technology that will allow them to get back to 
the basics on a big scale, producing food profitably that is pleasing to both the palate and to the 
health-conscious and environmentally concerned consumer.
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It comes down to waking up the soil – that is, regenerating it, rejuvenating it, restoring it so that 
it once again can do what it was designed to do. Modern agriculture often has been unkind to 
the land. Trying to boost yields from overworked fields, farmers for decades have poured on 
pesticides and fertilizers, paying a fortune to do so. For whatever short-term benefits they got 
year to year, the food wasn’t tastier or more nutritious, and the soil suffered. The farming meth-
ods messed with its biology, basically putting the soil to sleep. We kept it going artificially, like a 
patient on a respirator. 

The land, though, is resilient. Give it a chance, and it will breathe freely again. Once the soil be-
gins to function again, the farmer can set aside some of those chemical crutches. By going back to 
time-tested farming practices, we all benefit. The farmer is happy to spend less money on fertiliz-
ers and pesticides. The consumer is happy to spend more money on the farmer who has reduced 
or given up on all that stuff. And the nightcrawlers? Start counting. When they’re happy, every-
one’s happy.

What’s old is new. Our founding fathers understood a thing or two about good farming, and they 
never heard tell of the concoctions that distant generations would dump and spray on their crops. 
They did know how to enrich and stabilize the soil, keep the weeds and pests at bay, and produce 
bountiful yields. After each harvest of their cash crop, they grew an interim crop to fortify the soil 
until the next planting. They called it green manure – a living fertilizer that nourished and pro-
tected the ground in both dry and rainy seasons.

Today, we call it a cover crop – and I am on the road regularly, far and wide, spreading the news 
about a concept that is very old. I am a longtime advocate, as well, of a newer concept that also 
protects the land, and our waterways, too – and that’s planting without plowing. Seeds will grow 
just fine without upending and disturbing the earth. No-till and low-till methods not only safe-
guard the ground, but they also save the time and expense and compaction of all those trips 
around the field. For decades now I have been urging my fellow farmers to put away their mold-
board plows and cease slicing and dicing the soil. 

Cover crops and no-till farming are at the heart of regenerative agriculture. They have the power 
to enrich both the soil and the farmer who employs those methods. They are the building blocks 
for the future-proof farm.

A century in the River Hills
Here in southwestern Lancaster County, I work the farm that my grandparents bought in 1935 
after they married. The farmhouse was built about 1890, which was around the time that this area 
was being cleared for agriculture. The locals call this the River Hills region because it is close to 
the Susquehanna, which flows down to the Chesapeake Bay, and the terrain is hillier and more 
wooded than the rest of the county. We are off the beaten path of the tourists who come to see the 
Amish and their ways. It’s quiet here. 
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My father and mother, Elias and Marian Groff, purchased the adjoining property, with a farm-
house of about the same vintage, in 1967, and it was there that I grew up. By the 1980s, when I 
was a young man in my twenties, my grandparents had passed on. When I married, I moved with 
my bride, Cheri, to the original homestead, where we reside to this day. Here we raised our three 
children, Dana, Lauren, and David, all now adults leading active lives. 

In all fairness, I should say it is David, not me, who works the farm now, since I have bequeathed 
to him most of the field labor and some of the management decisions. That makes him the fourth 
generation to whom this land has given a good and honest living. Our intention is that he will 
gradually be taking over the farm, just as I took it over from my dad nearly four decades ago. We 
farm about three hundred acres, two hundred of which we own and the rest we rent. We raise a 
long and diversified list of crops, including small grains and corn, hay, heirloom tomatoes, pump-
kins, squash, oilseed rape, and CBD hemp. We also grow cover crops for seeds.

There wasn’t a day when I wanted to be anything but a farmer. When I was in the sixth grade, I 
informed my mom that there was no point in my going to high school because, after all, farmers 
didn’t need all that stuff from books. She asked me to write down why I felt that way, and I eagerly 
tried to convince her. I did go on to finish high school, and I’m glad that she nudged me because I 
had a pretty good time. I didn’t apply myself all that much, though. Homework wasn’t my thing. I 
much preferred field work. 

No way was I going to college, though. The only degree I wanted was my dad’s approval as I 
worked alongside him. He saw my passion for the farm life, and he was offering me the opportu-
nity to slowly take over the operation. I was learning plenty, about farming, about business, and 
about life. I was learning about economics, and profit margins, and taxes, and investment. Above 
all, I was learning God’s purpose for me. It seemed as if going off to college would just slow down 
my education. 

To this day, as I travel and speak around the country and around the world, people often ask me, 
“So where did you go to college?” To which I answer: “I’m still in college.” I get some odd looks, 
but it’s true. Every day I’m learning more, and every day I try to pass some of that knowledge on 
to others who I’m convinced will find it helpful. I’ve long since lost that piece of paper on which I 
scribbled my rationale for wanting to drop out of school. Turns out my mother was right, though. 
It was never going to happen. I was destined to be a student for a lifetime. And a farmer, too.

In my years at Cedar Meadow, I have tried to be a good steward. My efforts have improved the 
quality of the soil, to the point where the amount of organic matter has nearly tripled. And word 
gets around. The way we grow our tomatoes and squash and other produce has attracted the 
attention of people who want to buy it from us. They are willing to pay a good price for good food 
– and that’s the lesson that farmers must take to heart as they try a different approach to their 
marketing.
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