
 
 

Ladies in the Fields 
 

The 13 women farmers featured in the Rebecca Waterhouse portrait series are a sampling of the many women actively engaged 

in the small farm phenomenon in Western Oregon, particularly in the Willamette Valley and surrounding area. Each woman 

either farms independently or is a key player in a family-owned operation. All show a reverence for the land and its bounty in 

their approach to farming and the agricultural products they produce.  

 

Merrilee Buchanan Benson: Tyee Wine Cellars 
Growing up on the Buchanan Family Century Farm, Merrilee has farming in her blood. Marking the fifth generation in a 

continuous 120-year line, she has been the Winemaker and Vineyard Manager for the farm’s Tyee Wine Cellars since 2006. 

The old vine vineyards planted in 1974, where she played as a child, are now under her care. Working with the old and now 

newer 2000 plantings, Merrilee creates signature Tyee wines from Pinot Noir, Pinot Gris, Chardonnay, and Gewurztraminer 

vines using sustainable methods practiced for over a century on her family’s farm. Nestled in the hills south of Corvallis, Tyee 

is also a community-based winery where visitors can enjoy a view of the farm’s well-cared for open spaces, woodlands, 

wetlands, and streams.   

 

Andrea Davis: Kings Valley Gardens 

Andrea and her husband John raise blueberries on a small farm near the Luckiamute River in Kings Valley. On Saturdays from 

April to November, Andrea can be found at the Corvallis Farmers’ Market selling blueberries and delectable fruit spreads that 

she prepares in a local commercial kitchen. While Andrea runs the product side of their sustainable farming operation, John has 

put his efforts toward making the farm self-sufficient. Solar energy plays a key role in running the irrigation system, heating 

water, and producing electricity. As members of the World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms program, Andrea and John 

regularly host WWOOF intern volunteers, who help with blueberry production, jam making, and farmers’ market sales.  

 

Alice Fairfield: Fairfield Farm  

Located southeast of Corvallis in the flyway between the Willamette River and Finley Wildlife Refuge, Alice Fairfield’s farm 

takes a diversified approach. During the summer, she opens her certified organic strawberry fields for U-pick, one of the few 

Oregon farms to do so. Alice produces other seasonal produce and cut flowers for sale in the Corvallis area. Fairfield Farm also 

offers event hosting and farmstays. Visitors witness Alice’s reverence for the land up close. She strives for a harmonious 

balance, producing nutritious food for local markets on sustainably farmed fields with equal attention to responsible care for 

the surrounding land and wildlife. 

 

Karen Finley: Queen Bee Honey Company 

Karen took up beekeeping while working on a graduate degree in plant ecology at Oregon State University. She loved it so 

much that she took it on as a career. She and her husband Tad live southwest of Corvallis on a 40 acre farm buzzing with bees 

busy making wildflower, blackberry, pumpkin, meadowfoam, and white clover honey. Karen and Tad sell most of their raw, 

natural honey at local produce and grocery businesses as well as to restaurants, microbreweries, and bakeries. Their fresh-

tasting, minimally processed honey is rich in health-giving enzymes, with each varietal offering up its own unique flavor. The 

bees also work around the valley and as far away as the Columbia River Gorge and California as pollinators for crops of 

berries, cherries, vegetable seed, almonds, pears, squash and clover.   

 

Lise Hubbe: Sweetwell Farm 

Lise, along with her sister Nancy and mother Ellen, operates a small family farm near Scio which harkens back to older 

traditions with draft horses to work the land. While not replacements for modern-day tractors, Lise’s Brabant Belgians and 

Percherons do the heavy pulling across the rich, fertile valley soil, leaving a gentle footprint. Sweetwell Farm practices time-

honored sustainable practices in its animal-oriented operation. Livestock management is integrated with rotational pasturing 

that looks after the land and the animals. The mobile coops for the free-ranging chickens follow the cows as Lise regularly 

moves them to fresh grazing. Customers can purchase seasonal produce, raw milk, butter, cheese, and eggs direct from the 

farm.  

 

Scottie Jones: Leaping Lamb Farm 

Scottie and her husband Greg produce pasture-raised heritage turkeys and grass-fed Katahdin lamb products on a scenic farm 

located in the hills outside Alsea. Their land has been continuously farmed since 1896. They grow hay and corn for their 

livestock as well as seasonal produce for themselves, friends, and family. A popular farmstay since 2006, Leaping Lamb offers 

visitors a quiet country retreat where they can sit back and relax or roll up their sleeves for a hands-on experience at a working 

farm. Guests can also enjoy the plentiful produce, fresh fruits, plum and berry picking, and jam-making as well as close 

http://www.tyeewine.com/
http://www.growfood.org/farm/297
http://www.localharvest.org/farifield-farm-M37976
http://www.leapinglambfarm.com/


encounters with the feathered and furry farm inhabitants. Scottie and Greg sell their lamb and turkeys directly to local 

customers, restaurants, and natural food stores.   

 

Janice Neilson: Fraga Farm  

Janice and her husband Larry produce organic goat cheese on their farm in Sweet Home. When they started out in 2003, Fraga 

Farm was the first goat cheese-producing operation in Oregon to be certified organic. Named in honor of Janice’s Portuguese 

grandmother, Agnes Fraga, the farm carries on her sustainable traditions that honor the land, animals, and environment. Their 

prize-winning cheese speaks of happy Alpine and Nubian goats that freely browse on the farm’s pastures and shade trees. 

Fraga Farm’s fresh and aged goat cheeses are available at farmers’ markets, restaurants, and stores around the Willamette 

Valley. 

 

Jennifer Olsen: The Mushroomery  

Jennifer and her husband Dustin combined a love of mushrooms with degrees in mycology when they started their family-

owned mushroom farm, appropriately named The Mushroomery. This Sweet Home farm specializes in both wildcrafted and 

cultivated mushrooms, both certified organic. Jennifer and Dustin harvest wild mushrooms in the surrounding forests in an 

ethical, earth-friendly manner. On the farm, they grow a wide variety of gourmet organic mushrooms using biodynamic 

farming practices. The Mushroomery sells fresh and dried mushrooms, grow-your-own mushroom kits, and medicinal tinctures 

and teas at First Alternative Co-op in Corvallis and local farmers’ markets in Corvallis, Albany, Sweet Home and Eugene.  

 

Hannelore Ondrusek: Price Creek Family Farm 

Hannelore and her husband Bernie turned to agriculture in 2003 as a way of putting their retirement years to work in a 

sustainable farming enterprise. At the heart of their community-centered operation is providing local foods for the surrounding 

area. Located on 38 acres of pastures and woodlands in Kings Valley, the farm serves as the happy home for free-ranging 

chickens, grass-fed Scottish Highland cattle, apples, blueberries, and industrious honey bees. Price Creek uses integrated pest 

management, chemical-free weed management, rotational pasturing of their livestock, and other sustainable farming 

techniques. Customers can purchase the fresh farm-raised eggs, meat, honey, and fruit direct from the farm or arrange for 

weekly deliveries.   

 

Luisa Ponzi: Ponzi Vineyards 

From its start over 40 years ago as one of the pioneering Oregon wineries in the northern Willamette Valley, Ponzi Vineyards 

has been a family operation. Luisa took over as winemaker from her father in 1993 after returning from apprenticeships at 

wineries in France and Italy. She was the first American winemaker to earn the prestigious French certificate, Brevet 

Professionnel D’Oenologie et Viticulture. Balancing tradition and innovation, Luisa follows the deep-rooted Ponzi passion for 

varietal integrity while experimenting in the vineyard and cellar. Her world-class wines, from Pinot Noir and Chardonnay to 

Dolcetto and Arneis, reflect the family’s sustainable farming approach that emphasizes the health of the vineyard, its workers, 

and the environment.   

 

Julia Sunkler: My Pharm  

For shoppers at the summer and winter Corvallis Farmers’ Markets, Julia Sunkler is a local cornerstone. An Oregonian with a 

degree in animal science from Oregon State University, Julia raises seasonal produce and livestock on her farm in Monroe. My 

Pharm offers a variety of fresh, local meat from free-range chickens and heritage turkeys, rabbits, pigs, and lamb. Julia is best 

known for her rabbits which are re-gaining in popularity with Oregon consumers and chefs attracted to its lean, healthy meat. 

Along with her caring approach to sustainable farming and animal husbandry, Julia always has a friendly smile for customers 

at her market booth. For those in need of a soft sheepskin to line a chair, Julia sells those, too. 

 

Mindi Thornton: Kiger Island Blues 

Mindi left behind a career in the fast-paced world of network technology in 2005 to get close to the land. She raises highbush 

blueberries on her seven-acre Kiger Island farm with some help from her working husband. In 2009, Mindi took on the 

management of another four acres of kiwis on a neighboring farm. A conventional grower, she sells her hand-picked, hand-

packed berries to local retail and fresh markets or direct from the farm within 24 hours of harvest. These popular blueberries 

regularly sell out. The kiwis, harvested in late Fall, go to a processor and fresh markets. Mindi is a founding member of the 

Willamette Women’s Farm Network, which serves the central and southern valley. 

 

Tommie van de Kamp: Queener Fruit Farm 

Tommie and her husband Peter grow apples, peaches, red and black currants, and gooseberries on their Scio farm and turn out 

delectable jams, jellies, syrups, and cider vinegar. Their black currants, a specialty fruit better known in Europe, are now in 

high demand. Tommie’s award-winning black currant jam was featured in the Tasting Pavilion at the 2008 Slow Food Nation 

in San Francisco. They grow a range of heirloom and modern apple varietals, including European cooking apples and cider 

apples. From the familiar Braeburns and Red Gravensteins to the more elusive Blue Pearmain or Belle de Boskoop and 

Bramley cooking apples, visitors to the farm and customers at valley businesses selling their apples are always in for a tasty, 

crisp treat.  

http://www.fragafarm.com/
http://www.themushroomery.org/
http://pricecreekfamilyfarm.com/
http://ponziwines.com/
http://kiger.wordpress.com/
http://smallfarms.oregonstate.edu/womens-farmer-networks/main
http://www.localharvest.org/queener-fruit-farm-M565

