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CHANGE DOWN ON THE FARM
T. M. Bradshaw

The same geologic forces that formed the rocky, fossil-packed landscape of
Gilboa left the Schoharie Valley with topsoil ten feet deep and an under-

lying network of aquifers. It’s a perfect combination for farming, supporting the
deep roots of farm families as well as vegetables. The Barber family is an exam-
ple of a deep-rooted farm family—fifth generation Barbers will celebrate the
farm’s 150th anniversary on May 22, the same day as Jim Barber’s 50th birthday.

Jim Barber attributes the farm’s success through five generations to “always
changing and adapting to the market situation of the time.” Adapting to the
economic environment has proven to be as important as adapting to the
weather. Stephen and Emiline Barber used the three parcels of land they
bought in 1857 as a subsistence farm, with cash crops of hops and broom corn.
Their son, Joel, along with his wife, Mina, purchased 3 more farms, increasing
the holding to 85 acres. Mina took advantage of the area’s popularity as a sum-
mer destination and took in boarders in addition to doing farm chores, mak-
ing quilts, and working at her loom.

Even though third-generation Emmet Barber’s first love was teaching, he
kept the farm in operation, keeping a herd of registered Holsteins, while his
wife Mary took in summer boarders as her mother-in-law had. Their son
Roger was very interested in farming and began his changes while still in his
teens. He helped his father renovate the dairy barn and planted a field of vege-
tables as a high school 4-H project. Roger’s report on that project illustrates the
scope of his youthful ambition:

“In general, potatoes all over upstate New York are a failure. Mine are no ex-
ception. . . .  This soil is not too highly adapted to potatoes in the first place,
and I would like to decrease the size of the plot. But I need at least 100 bushel
each fall to meet the demands of regular customers!”

That project grew into a roadside stand and a business delivering vegeta-
bles—he supplied sweet corn to stores within a 50-mile radius of the farm. But
Roger also loved dairy farming. Over the years that he and his wife, Grace,
were managing the farm he increased the herd to around 300 head, with 180
milking cows. They also acquired additional acreage, bringing as the children
of neighbors grew up and chose to pursue careers other than farming.

Now, in their turn, Jim and Cindy Barber have changed directions and farm
practices with the economic climate
too. They’ve gotten out of dairy to
focus on the vegetable operation.
They’ve set up greenhouses to pro-
duce their own vegetable seedlings,
giving them greater control over va-
rieties and scheduling.

The greenhouses also provided a
new retail opportunity—although the
number of area farms has gone down,
the number of people gardening for
pleasure has gone up, creating a mar-
ket for flower and vegetable seedlings,
as well as Cindy’s hanging baskets.
Winter-weary customers are wel-
comed to the greenhouses to browse
the plant material in early May, weeks
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Do you want to trace your family his-
tory? Do you want to find your ances-
tors but have no idea where to begin?
Here are some answers.

The first step is to ask your older
family relatives what they know or re-
member about your ancestors. The
biggest thing here is to write every-
thing down. This is very important.
It is very helpful to include who told
you what and the date.

What questions do you want to
ask? The names of your grandparents
and great grandparents. Dates and
places where they were born and died.
What cemetery they are buried in.
What kind of work they did. What
their lives were like and their school-
ing. Did they have brothers or sisters?
Can they relate any anecdotes about
them. Can they give or lend you a
picture of the person, couple, and/or
their home? Are there any written
documents you can see (letters,
diaries, artifacts)? Who else would
know this person? If it is a small
town, someone might remember.

If there is an old family bible, a lot of
births, marriages, and death informa-
tion were written down here. The town
historian can be very helpful, as can the
genealogy corner of our Museum.

For a fee, you can get copies of
birth, marriage, and death records from
the town clerk and land deeds from the
county clerk office where your ances-
tors lived. More on this later . . .

If you have access to a computer,
there are many places to look.  My
personal favorite is www.rootsweb
.com,  where you enter the name of
your relative.  The more information
you have, the more the search will be
narrowed down.  You can also find
the county and town websites and
cemetery listings.  I will have more
websites for you to check out in an-
other article.

Check our future newsletters for
more advice on genealogy. 

Good Luck!
Cindy and Jim Barber in one of their
greenhouses. Photo by T. M. Bradshaw.




