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Farm Overview 

Mountain Harvest Organics is a diversified farm producing vegetables, fruits, plants, flowers, 
meats and eventually timber products from our woodlot.  The farm is comprised of 
approximately 15 acres of tillable land, 35 acres of pasture (5 currently usable) and 80 acres of 
timber.  We purchased this property in 1998 and spent about a year cleaning it up and reclaiming 
overgrown fields.  We started growing tobacco and a few crops in 1999 while telecommuting for 
our computer jobs.  We quit our computer jobs and started farming full time in 2000 and started 
growing for tailgate markets. 

Marketing 

All of our sales are direct to the end consumer through a 68 member CSA and by selling at the 
Historic Haywood Farmer’s Market and the North Asheville Tailgate Market.  Our CSA started 
in 2001 with 25 members and has roughly been the same size for the past 5 years.  Three years 
ago we started offering a smaller size share in addition to our standard share and now we have 
almost a 50/50 split between large and small shares. 

Field Preparation and Planting 

Our tillage starts with a turning plow, then discing, amending and the rotovating to prepare beds.  
Our standard bed layout is on 5’ spacing with a 42” bed width and a walkway that is 18” wide.  
This spacing is primarily due to the tractor that we purchased along with the farm but it has 
turned out to be a fairly good setup for diversified production.  We plant a few crops single row 
(potatoes and squash) but most transplanted crops are double row spaced 24” apart.  We use a 
Lannen carousal transplanter made in Finland that provides a quick and easy way to change the 
in-row spacing from 3”, 6”, 9” or 12”.   Our direct seeded crops vary from 2 rows for beans to as 
many as 6 rows for radishes.  We used both an Earthway push seeder for larger seeds and a Jang 
seeder for smaller seeds. 

Irrigation 

In our propagation greenhouse we use Netafim sprinklers above our benches with a Sterling 
misting controller.  Our other greenhouses use drip irrigation controller by a simple 4 station 
Orbit timer. 
For our filed irrigation, we use overhead irrigation with a PTO pump and a 4” mainline and 3” 
and 2” distribution lines.  Our field overhead irrigation system uses Rainbird heads. 
We also have approximately 3/4 acre in field drip irrigation.  Our rule of thumb is that if a crop is 
in the field for more than 60 days we drip irrigate that crop.  We use a Honda gas powered pump, 
a sand filter, a 1 – 1/4 inch mainline with drip irrigation for our distribution lines.  
 

Pest Management 

Weed control is probably the biggest issue on the farm.  We have a Farmall Super A cultivating 
tractor which works to some degree but it was designed to cultivate single row crops and needs 
to be optimized to work on double and triple row crops.  We also have a huge number of rocks in 
our fields which makes it difficult to do close cultivation without damaging plants.  Also, once 



the crop has grown too tall to cultivate, the walkways become overgrown and then mowing 
would damage the crop by throwing the weeds on the crop.  We are considering going to a semi-
permanent bed setup with a living mulch in the walkways but that would require purchasing a 
chisel plow for primary deep tillage of the beds. 
Insect and disease control are based on scouting for problems and then trying to determine when 
there is sufficient pressure to cause a negative economic impact.  We considering sprays for 
insects, we try to find a selective spray such as BT or spinosad.  However, if a non-selective 
spray such as pyrethrum is the only option, we will spray until flowering occurs but then we 
consider the risk to bees too great to take a chance of spraying. 

Soils, Cover Cropping, Composting     

Our soils range from sandy loams to heavy loams.  We cover crop in the fall using rye, crimson 
clover and hairy vetch.  We are in the process of increasing our fenced acreage to allow us to use 
more summer cover crops such as buckwheat and sorghum sudangrass.  We are also integrating 
livestock into our vegetable production by using pastured poultry and pastured pork to add 
fertility and help eliminate troublesome weeds such as fescue.  We vermicompost using our 
horse manure, vegetable culls, soil mix from composted plants, weeds that have not gone to seed 
and old hay.  We let our compost age for a minimum of a year and then use it in our 
greenhouses.  We would like to start raising cattle and obtain the manure by feeding them during 
the winter in a location where it can be collected.  

Equipment, Maintenance, Tools 

We have three tractors; a Kubota M5500 which is used for field preparation and transplanting, a 
Kubota L4200 tractor with a front end loader which is used for some field work and as a general 
purpose utility tractor and a Farmall Super A for cultivation.  We also use a walk behind tiller for 
our greenhouses.  We have a variety of implements for our tractors but we still do quite a bit of 
hand work with hoes and a wheel hoe. 

Planning and Record-Keeping 

When we started farming we looked for software to help manage the process and didn’t find 
anything that we really liked so we wrote our own. The software’s primary use is for production 
planning.  We also use Excel spreadsheets for tracking our harvest and post-harvest process.  We 
use Quicken for Home and Business to handle the accounting chores. 

Harvest and Post-Harvest Handling 

Our sales are roughly split between CSA and tailgate markets.  The majority of our CSA is 
picked and packed on Tuesday and our Friday picking is primarily for Saturday market.  We 
have two walk-in coolers, one that stays at 38°F with a Cool-Bot and the other is kept at 60°F 
with a normal room air conditioner which also dehumidifies to reduce mold on storage crops.  
We pick into bins but bring everything back to the post-harvest area to be hydrocooled and 
bunched.  We had a commercial ice machine but the compressor died and we sure miss it.  
Having virtually unlimited ice allowed us to remove field heat quickly and greatly improve the 
quality of our crops.  However, ice machines are expensive and we haven’t decided if it is 
necessary to fix it. 

Greenhouse Management and Season Extension 

We have one greenhouse that is primarily for propagation, one that is just a cold frame and three 
greenhouses that function primarily as cold frames but can be heated which really helps with 



season extension.  All but one of our greenhouses has two layers of plastic that are inflated and 
we have found that it helps reduce sun scalding on peppers and tomatoes. 

Sustainable Small Scale Forestry 
 
Develop a Forestry Plan – A forestry plan describes the type and quantity of timber you have on 
your property and it also projects the timeframe for timber harvests.  A forestry plan is required 
if you apply for land use taxation.  In North Carolina you must have at least 20 continuous acres 
in timber to qualify for the lower tax rates on forest land.  You can develop your own forestry 
plan but be prepared to do a lot of research and invest quite a bit of time in learning about 
silvaculture (study of forests).  You can hire a registered forester to develop a forestry plan for 
you but it is important that you have clear objectives for your forest. 
 
There are several good books on woodlot management.  These are the one’s we used. 
Working with Your Woodland, A Landowner’s Guide – Beattie, Thompson and Levine 
The Woodlot Management Handbook – Stewart Hilts and Peter Mitchell 
 
However, there is no substitute for having someone knowledgeable take you into the woods and 
point out things like which trees to take and which to leave and why.  We were lucky enough to 
find a professional forester who wanted to get out of frozen Maine one winter in return for a 
warm place to stay and he worked with us for a couple of months.  
 
Determine your involvement – There are several components to the forestry process and you 
need to determine how much time and investment you are willing to make.  Also, forestry is one 
of the most dangerous occupations, next to commercial fishing, so it is important to have the 
proper equipment and learn the correct techniques to stay safe. 

• Managing and Overseeing 

• Timber Harvest – Logging, Skidding and Trailering 

• Sawing Timber – Sawmill and Drying Facility 

• Firewood Production – Sawing and Splitting 

Timber Harvest 

Equipment – The types and sizes of trees and how much you plan to do will dictate how big a 
chain saw you need.  For cutting firewood and the occasional trees for timber a saw with a 16” to 
20” bar is sufficient.  If you plan to harvest substantial amounts of timber and do it all the time 
then you need a saw capable of handling at least a 25” bar with more power and durability.  Most 
saws now come with a decompression feature for easier starting.  You will need plastic wedges 
and an ax or small sledge to drive the wedges.  As for safety equipment, you will need hearing, 
head and eye protection and you will need chaps for leg protection. 
 
Infrastructure – You will need some type of access road and loading area for pulling the trees 
from the forest and getting them loaded onto a trailer of some sort.  This will depend upon the 
type of land (steep or level) and the type of timber harvest (selective or clear cut) that is 
scheduled. 
   
The steps for cutting timber are felling, limbing and bucking. 
 
Felling - We use the Swedish cutting technique for felling large trees.  This method is fairly new 
so many older loggers are not familiar with it but it is safer and also helps to ensure that the tree 



is not damaged.  For a detailed explanation along with photos please see our blog entry on felling 
trees at http://mountainharvestorganic.com/blog/?p=1208 
 
Limbing - Removing the limbs from a tree sounds easy but when a tree falls the limbs under the 
tree are under great tension and it is very easy to get your saw stuck or even have a limb spring 
back and hit you. 
Bucking is the process of cutting the tree into the lengths that will be sawn for lumber and if 
done without considering things such as curve of the tree, called sweep, or where large branches 
are you may lose quite a bit of yield from the tree. 
 
Skidding is the process of moving the bucked trees to a staging area where they can then be 
loaded onto some sort of trailer.  Large logging operations use a piece of equipment called a 
skidder which is a specialized tractor.  Smaller operations like ours can use a 3 point winch for 
pulling the tree and then skidding it along a logging road. 
 
Trailering – Loading trees on a trailer to transport them out of the forest will save a lot of wear 
and tear on your roads and also keep the trees from getting as muddy which will quickly wear 
down any sawblade used to cut the tree. 

Sawing Timber 

The most common type of sawmill for personal use is a bandsaw mill.  The primary difference 
between all the mills is the size of tree that it can cut and the number of features to handle trees 
with less labor.  Prices range from $5000 for a small personal mill to more than $30,000 for a 
fully automated model.  The roughsawn lumber from a bandsaw mill can be used in conventional 
construction but building inspectors will expect it to be dried to a moisture level of 19% and in 
some counties it may need a grading stamp, which is why most people use it for outbuildings 
where these are not issues.  Our plan is to saw our own lumber into larger timbers for timber 
frame construction.  Commercial sawmills more often saw 1X and 2X lumber and do not want to 
deal with 8X8 and other larger sizes needed for timber framing and charge a premium for this 
wood. 
 
Once sawn the wood should be stickered, which is involves stacking the wood in layers 
separated by 1x2 or smaller sticks so that air can flow through the entire pile.  The wood does not 
have to be stored in a completely dry environment but it should be raised above the ground to 
assure that it does not rot.  A solar kiln, which is much like a greenhouse, can be used to speed 
up the drying process, however, wood can be dried at too fast a rate which can cause warping 
and cracking. 

Firewood Production 

With the increased interest in renewable energy, heating with wood has become more popular 
and once again seen as “green technology”.  Based on the type of wood heater you will be using, 
you may be able to use some wood that typically have been considered unsuitable for wood heat.  
An indoor wood stove should only burn dry hardwoods (25% moisture content or less), however, 
an outdoor wood boiler can burn softwoods but with a reduced BTU output. 

Timber Frame Construction 

The primary way we intend to add value to timber harvested from our woodlot is to take the 
large timbers we have sawn and turn them into timber frame structures.  Timber framing is a 
traditional method of building that dates back to the 1500’s that uses precise joinery where joints 



are held together with wooden pegs instead of nails.  This method of building was basically 
rediscovered in the 1970’s in the United States and is now considered a green building 
technology because of the efficient use of wood and the ability to use locally sawn timbers as 
opposed to using standard dimensional lumber which typically comes from large lumber 
operations where the finished product is shipped long distances. 
 
The fundamentals of today’s timber frame construction differs little than it did hundreds of years 
ago.  The primary difference is that specialized tools have been developed to assist with cutting 
the joinery as opposed to doing almost all the work solely with hand tools such as a chisel and a 
mallet.  Even with these mechanized tools, the layout of the joinery and the hand work needed to 
insure a precise fit of the joints is still done by hand using very simple tools.  It has been 
described that building a timber frame structure is akin to “building a very large piece of 
furniture” because the same joinery and precision is used for both. 
 
The most basic joinery in timber framing is the mortise and tenon.  A mortise is a hole cut in the 
wood and a tenon is the corresponding part of a beam that has been trimmed to fit into the 
mortise.  The following diagram illustrates a typical mortise and tenon joint for joining a beam to 
a post.   
 

 
 

Layout 

Laying out the joinery requires a 25’ tape measure, a framing square, a combination square and a 
pencil.  Take the time to thoroughly read and understand the plans and double and triple check 
your work.  In fact, it is best to let someone else with a fresh set of eyes check your work.  You 
will need detailed plans to work from because cutting a timber frame requires precise 
measurements and you will be working to tolerances of 1/32”.  Initially, you will probably be 
best off purchasing proven plans until you have a chance to do some timberframing.  See the 
resources for places to obtain plans. 

Tools for Cutting Joinery 

The minimum tools needed for timber framing are a hand saw, a drill with a bit the width of a 
mortise, a 1 ½” chisel and a mallet.  However, the use of certain power tools will dramatically 
speed up some operations.  A 7 ¼” circular saw will handle most of the cuts required on small to 
medium size timbers.  Larger timbers require a circular saw that has a greater depth of cut, such 
as the Makita 16” model.  A chain mortiser will reduce the time needed to rough out a mortise by 
a factor of at least ten.  



Making a mortise 

Once the layout is done you will need to rough out the mortise by either drilling or using a chain 
mortiser.  A chain mortiser is a small electric chainsaw attached to rods that plunges the 
chainsaw bar vertically into the wood to make the hole.  Then you will use a chisel to clean up 
the mortise and determine your final size before cutting the mating tenon. 

Cutting a tenon 

The tenon can be cut with a hand saw but a circular saw will greatly speed up the process.  Like 
the mortise you will also need to use a chisel to “clean up” the tenon.  You want to check your 
work frequently to make sure that your tenon is a snug slip-in fit into the mortise. 

Drilling and Pegging the Frame 

Once the mortise and tenon have been cut and test fitted it is time to drill holes through the joint 
and drive wooden pegs to secure the joint.  Pegs and normally made from oak or locust, both of 
which are very hard and can be hammered without splitting.  Pegs are made either by turning 
them on a lathe but more often they are made by sawing or splitting pieces to a size roughly the 
diameter of the hole and then shaved down to fit the hole but not be perfectly round.  This 
“square peg in a round hole” will hold the joint better than a perfectly round peg because of the 
sharp edges that bite into the wood. 
 
Our first timber framing project was to build several heavy duty sawhorses which are needed to 
hold the large timbers when cutting a frame.  You can read a detailed description of the process 
along with lots of photos on our website at http://mountainharvestorganic.com/blog/?p=1904 

Resources 

 
The following books are widely considered to be the starting point for someone wanting to learn 
about timber framing.  They cover all the basics including tools, layout, cutting, frame design 
and the engineering required to size timbers.  All of these resources have plans for sale. 
 
A Timber Framer’s Workshop – Steve Chappell 
Building the Timber Frame House, The Revival of a Forgotten Craft – Tedd Benson 
Build a Classic Timber-Framed House – Jack Sobon 
The Timber-Frame Home, Design • Construction • Finishing – Tedd Benson 
 
Timber Frame Guild – website www.tfguild.org 
The Guild is dedicated to educating people about timber framing and providing information to 
both professional timber framers and the general public.  Their forums have discussions about all 
sorts of topics of timber framing ranging from design and engineering to cutting frames and use 
of tools.  They have a  
 
Attending a timber frame workshop is a great way to be immersed in the craft.  Carl attended a 
week long workshop in 2009 in which ten students constructed a 12x16 cabin with a loft.  They 
started with roughsawn timbers which had been cut to size and then did all the layout and cutting 
with a hand raising at the end of the week.  The workshop was held at Grand Oaks 
Timberframing in Paris, Tennessee website www.grandoakstimberframing.com and the 
instructor Scott Stevens is very knowledgeable and an excellent teacher. 


