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The farmer/apprentice relationship is quite complex.  At the Saugeen River CSA an apprentice 

comes not as an employee, not as a student, nor as a member of our extended family, but 

somehow as a combination of all three. These three aspects of the relationship reflect the 

threefolding of social life that is explored on the “Threefolding” page on the farm website.  From 

an economic perspective, the apprentice contributes their efforts to the production of food as a 

commodity that creates an income for the farm.  From a spiritual/cultural perspective, an 

apprentice usually comes to the farm with little or no previous experience and seeks to learn 

some skills and perhaps pursue a “calling”.  From a rights perspective, a purely human to human 

relationship, the apprentice comes to live on the farm with our family and other apprentices, 

and as a member of the broader community.  I feel that a 

healthy farmer/apprentice relationship tries to recognize and 

balance these aspects. 

There is a long history of apprenticeships as a way of learning.  

In many parts of the world a person would be born into a 

trade or calling.  The child would learn from the parent and 

carry on a family tradition through a set place in the 

community.  Apprenticeships in Europe began as a way for 

someone to step out of this familial role and learn a trade from 

a master of a craft.  This usually involved joining the 

household of the master craftsperson for many years.  The 

apprentice would start with the simple repetitive tasks while 

watching and helping the master perform the more complex 

tasks, then gradually take on more and more responsibility 



over the years as the relationship evolved.  After learning all they could, an apprentice would 

begin the  “journeyman” years, either travelling from place to place practicing the skills, or 

having their own business.  Eventually enough experience would justify the role of master, at 

which time they would take on apprentices of their own. 

In much of Europe this tradition has continued for farming, though in a transformed way.  

There are several countries with government recognized farm apprenticeship programs.  These 

programs are usually four years with a combination of on farm training and classroom time for 

the theoretical component.  They are also government sponsored and graduates are entitled to 

lower bank rates or for example in Denmark, where farmland is so precious, you cannot even 

purchase a farm unless you have a degree from a recognized apprentice program. 

In North America this tradition, among others, was broken.  Farm apprenticeships are not 

recognized by governments as a cultural tradition.  As North America was colonized the 

tradition here was that farmers would have large, extended families living and working on the 

farm.  Most farms were primarily self sufficient with some items for sale or barter, and perhaps 

a secondary trade being part of the 

finances.  They also tended to have lots of 

kids to contribute to the workload!  With 

the Industrial Revolution there was a shift 

to more people moving to urban centres 

and farms became more mechanized.  This 

specialization trend hit North America 

more than Europe, pushing farming in the 

direction of larger with more 

monocropping and more specialized 

equipment.  Less and less people who grew 

up on farms wanted the farm life.  The 

family farm became generally managed by 

one person (usually a man) with a lot of 

machines and the odd “hired help”, with a spouse (usually a woman) working off farm.   

Generally in North America, there were a couple ways to learn about farming if you didn’t grow 

up on a farm.  First, you could pay big money to attend an agricultural university that doesn’t 

include much practical training.  This path of learning has most graduates working for 

government agencies or large corporations.  They don’t usually end up farming since the student 

debt load doesn’t allow it!  The other option is to work on a farm.  The farms that hire workers 

usually are quite specialized, and what the person is hired to do usually does not involve a wide 

range of tasks.  Although there might be some on the job training, it is usually just related to the 

specific job not about farming as a whole. 

When the CSA movement started in the 1980’s, there was a resurrection of the diversified family 

farm.  The economics of the farm were more stabilized by connecting directly to a community of 

people wanting to reconnect to the land that feeds them.  A very interesting trend that followed 

was a resurrection of the apprenticeship model in North America.  There have been several 

generations of young people who grew up totally disconnected from the land and any form of 



agriculture, who at the same time are 

yearning for that reconnection.  The 

idealism in youth of a non-industrial 

agriculture, meets up with the small 

diversified CSA farms to create a potential 

“win-win” in the apprentice model. 

By the time the mid-90’s came around, 

there were hundreds of CSA farms and 

hundreds of farm apprentices in North 

America.  A group of CSA farms in upstate 

New York and Massachusetts recognized 

that without a culturally recognized farm apprenticeship program something needed to be done 

to try and increase the learning opportunity for apprentices.  These farms created the first 

C.R.A.F.T. program.  CRAFT stands for Collaborative Regional Alliance for Farmer Training.  

These networks allow apprentices to tour other farms in their local network, have regular 

organized workshops, and connect to apprentices on other farms.  There are now CRAFT 

networks all over North America with many types of farms participating, not just CSA’s.   

I was in up-state New York apprenticing for a Biodynamic Seed initiative the winter after the 

first CRAFT season was launched and got to know some of the farmers and apprentices who 

participated in it.  When we first started taking apprentices in 1998, I recognized how beneficial 

this would be and tried to get a CRAFT network going in Ontario in ’99.  There weren’t enough 

farms taking apprentices at that time to get it off the ground.  By 2002, however, enough other 

farms were starting to have apprentices and a group of us got together to make CRAFT Ontario 

happen.  There are now around 21 farms in our network in Southwestern Ontario (see 

www.craftontario.com).  

That first CRAFT network in New York was started by Biodynamic farmers.  By 2006 some of 

these farmers and others who joined them, began feeling that CRAFT was not quite enough, and 

felt a need to create a more formal apprentice program.  I was invited to Pennsylvania to help 

create what has become the North American Biodynamic 

Apprentice Program (NABDAP).  This is a two year program 

that integrates skill development and theory.  I am currently 

the Regional Coordinator for Ontario, and teach courses in 

Biodynamics designed to cover the classroom curriculum for 

the program.  Not all apprentices who come to the Saugeen 

River CSA enroll in NABDAP, but I make use of the skills 

checklist that is part of the program to help apprentice’s 

education process, as well as offer workshops during the slow 

season to try to meet their learning needs and interests.  

NABDAP is now being carried by the Biodynamic Association 

(www.biodynamics.com).  

Having gone through the apprenticeship experience myself, 

and having taken on apprentices since 1998, I have given a lot 

http://www.craftontario.com/
http://www.biodynamics.com/


of thought and feeling into what seems to work for the Saugeen River CSA.  On the economic 

side, the apprentice contributes to food production that creates income for the farm.  

Apprentices are expected to participate in the farm activities for 8-10 hours a day (depending on 

weather and the time of year), 5 and a half days a week.  The normal apprenticeship runs from 

early March to the end of October.  I provide room, partial board and a stipend.  Room means 

apprentices don’t have to pay rent, pay for electricity, basic phone, high speed internet, or heat.  

I also let those without a vehicle use the farm truck for short trips.  Partial board means that 

apprentices are able to eat any food that is produced here on the farm.  This includes things we 

have preserved the year before.  Any food or personal items apprentices require that are not 

produced here have to be purchased themselves.   The stipend is $300/month for someone with 

little or no previous experience, and $500/ month for the “Mentored Management” position. 

On the education side, most apprentices arrive with little or no previous experience.  The 

primary education is in how to work continuously in a physical way efficiently, effectively, and 

without burning out.  Most people who come have done physical work of some kind, but usually 

not every day out in the sun for a whole season.  Also, most North Americans are not very skilled 

at manual labour.  There’s a reason that 

migrant workers (usually Jamaicans or 

Mexicans) dominate the vegetable labour 

market on larger scale conventional or 

organic farms.  They usually know how to 

work hard and efficiently for not a very high 

salary.  I often tell the story of the time we 

had two Canada World Youth come to our 

farm.  Two young women, one from 

Thailand, and one from Canada (Regina) 

were paired up and spent 12 weeks on our 

farm and then 12 weeks in Thailand.  The 

woman from Thailand grew up and worked 

on a small farm, and the Canadian did not.  It 

was so striking to see them weeding.  The woman from Thailand was twice as fast and was half 

as tired as her Canadian counterpart.  Apprentices who have never farmed before are usually 

very slow, but feel like they are working incredibly hard… and they are working hard, just not 

efficiently or effectively.  For vegetable growing, quick, fine motor skills can take time to 

develop.  An aspect of efficiency most people don’t think about initially is the relation to 

economics.  Usually it is thought that the whole idea of working faster and more efficiently is to 

get more profit.  Although this is true, there is another aspect, and that relates to trying to keep 

organic prices within reach of a larger portion of society.  Working quickly has an ethical 

component to it, both in terms of community, but also environmentally.  Working quickly is 

necessary in a world that is dominant in factory farm mentality.  Prices in the marketplace 

reflect more the mechanical approach to labour than actual human labour.  Part of the 

community aspect is educating apprentices that working faster is altruistic, but on the other side 

we have to educate the customers that really cheap food is either exploiting human labour, or 

exploiting the Earth with hyper-mechanization.   



A big part of how the Saugeen River CSA is structured is with apprentices in mind.  Having a 

great deal of diversity gives people who come here a wide range of experiences.  A good example 

is one young man who apprenticed here had no experience farming, so coming to the Saugeen 

River CSA was a totally new experience.  Although the focus of the farm is vegetable growing, we 

also have a small herd of cattle.  Apprentices get to experience what rotational grazing is and 

how to herd and generally handle cows.  Well it turns out, once this particular apprentice left, he 

realized what he loved the most was working with the animals.  He has now received his 

butcher’s license and is experimenting with raising, slaughtering and butchering his own organic 

cattle in Alberta.   

Having such a diversified farm is not necessarily the most economic way to do things.  It is very 

beneficial to the environmental inner economics of the land, but in terms of making money, it 

isn’t always the most efficient.  But having the diversity is very beneficial to the apprentice 

experience.  Since we have a small hand in many aspects of agriculture, apprentices get to try 

out a wide range of activities, learning how to care for many different plants, animals, and 

cropping systems.  I try to structure the year to be an education experience.  We start out in the 

greenhouse, of course seeding and making soil mixes, 

but we also have to prepare the ground for planting 

crops.  This soil preparation is done all by hand, 

learning how to use different hand tools.  This hands-

on experience is essential for getting a really 

personal, sensory filled experience of soil.  If someone 

just started out farming by sitting in a tractor and 

dragging cultivators through the soil, there isn’t the 

same relationship to what these tools are actually 

doing.  The intimate relationship to soil is essential 

for the deep appreciation and care that soil needs.  

Early in the spring we also cut the lawn with a scythe.  

We collect this to feed to the horses to supplement 

their pasture while they are in their tie stalls.  

Learning how to use a scythe is a valuable skill, 

developing the feeling for tools and the ability to use 

your body in a healthy and sustainable way.  This also increases the appreciation and 

understanding of mechanized ways to make hay.  We have a wide variety of tools that are part of 

the training: shovels, rakes, forks, harvest knives, hoes, trowels and many others. We have our 

favourites, but let apprentices try different designs to experience how they affect the way you 

can work.   Learning to extend your consciousness into different hand tools is a skill that some 

people come to the farm with, but others need a great deal of practice.   But the most important 

“tool” of the small farmer is his or her own body.  A farm labourer will be given a hoe and told to 

hoe that 6 acre field, and get paid at the end of the week.  This is treating the human being as a 

machine, and can lead to many physical health problems later in life. 

We also sit all together twice a day to go over the tasks that need to get done, this is also a time 

to check in with how the work is going and discuss whatever farming issues come up.  The goal 

is to create an overall farming experience that is productive, meaningful and fun.  


