
 MODERN

B y  C h e r y l  B a r d o e  |  Would you consider becoming a farmer? Even if you already have a fulfilling  

career, the idea may not be far-fetched. Several Choate alumni and alumnae have gone into farming, 

after initially pursuing other directions. 

They represent new trends for young people entering this field. In 2012, the U.S. Department 

of Agriculture reported that even as the overall farmer population is aging, the number of farmers 

younger than 35 has increased since 2007. In addition, a 2017 survey by the National Coalition for 

Young Farmers found that 75 percent of respondents did not grow up on a farm and 69 percent had 

college degrees. 

Following the paths of these alumni offers a peek into the complex world of food production that 

is the foundation of our survival. These trailblazers are on the cusp of fundamental questions that 

are as global as they are local. And each farmer has found the work both more challenging and more 

fulfilling than he or she expected. 

Feature

Seeking fulfillment from the ground up
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GrowinG FulFillment Jos Thalheimer ’01 never 
expected to become a farmer. For the first decade of his 
professional life, Jos lived in Manhattan, where he led ini-
tiatives to help Generation Xers and Millennials find their 
focus in philanthropy. Meanwhile, he developed an affinity 
for shopping at year-round farmers’ markets, appreciating  
the quality of seasonal, locally sourced foods. Life was 
good. As Jos approached his 30th birthday, he itched for a 
more physically active job, with more time outside. He also 
still wanted a career that felt purposeful in contributing to 
community. With his passion for food and farmers’ markets, 
a new path quickly became clear. He moved to Maine in 
2012 and started working for a local farmer. He credits his 
experiences at Choate for giving him the courage to set out 
on this bold new path.

“My family and friends reacted with an enormous 
amount of healthy and loving skepticism,” Jos recalls. 
“People were reasonably concerned about my not knowing  
anything about farming. Plus, in New York, there were 
probably 600 people who lived in my building; and now I 
live in a town with 300 full-time residents.”

Six years later, Jos operates his own farm, Riverweb, 
in Phillips, Maine. He met and married his wife, Larissa 
Williams, a biology professor at Bates College. And  
for most of the year he spends 75 percent of daylight 
hours outside. 

“Some days are lovely and some days are icy and cold,” 
Jos says. “I’m out there either way, because animals must 
be fed.” Even fine weather can bring some measure of 
inconvenience. “Once we had plans to go to a party,” he  
explains, “but there is a weather window to what we do 
and, on that day, we had to cut hay.” Waking before sunrise 
to tend to emails and administrative tasks, Jos is also 
responsible for Riverweb’s marketing, selling, customer 
relations, deliveries, bookkeeping, and hiring. 

Jos is devoted to the work. “I would not give this up 
for anything,” he says. “Eating is one of the most intimate 
things we do because food is literally being integrated into 
our bodies. I love offering food that people can feel proud 
of buying.”

Most Riverweb crops are sold through farmers’ markets, 
CSA (Community Supported Agriculture) subscriptions, 
and to local customers. Its beef, pork, and goat are ordered 
online for delivery throughout Maine, New Hampshire, 
Vermont, and Massachusetts. Popular crops include 
tomatoes, kale, carrots, onions, and dozens of other fruits 
and vegetables. Breaking into this business requires a steep 
learning curve, and Jos is glad to have an education that 
cultivated curiosity. “Every week I have to learn new things 
to make Riverweb successful,” he says. “Fortunately, I was 
exposed to so many interesting things at Choate that en-
couraged me to learn and push myself.” Jos also appreciates 
the willingness of fellow farmers to share their experience. 
“I interact with lots of farmers every week, and one of my 
team is a sixth-generation farmer,” he says. “I try to learn 
everything I can from our working together.”

Riverweb comprises 650 acres: 500 acres of woodlands 
and 150 acres in cultivation. (By comparison, Central Park 
in New York City is about 850 acres.) The fields of River-
web have been farmed for generations and have survived 
a nationwide trend toward farm consolidation. In 1935, 
according to the USDA census, the average U.S. farm was 
150 acres. By 2016 that number had changed to 440 acres. 
The USDA also reported in 2012 that more than half the 
nation’s farmland is owned by the 4 percent of farms that 
are at least 2,000 acres. 

Amid this backdrop, Jos is proud to represent a 
medium-sized, commercial farm, with a strong emphasis 
on sustainability. The mission he has set out for Riverweb 
is to produce delicious, nutrient-dense foods, with the 
least impact on the land, while providing a good living for 
the farm’s employees. “Riverweb is what people want to 
believe is part of the farming economy,” Jos says. “What I 
want is for Riverweb to achieve its goals in tight alignment 
with the values of safety, resilience, and curiosity.”

“I WOULD NOT GIVE THIS UP FOR ANYTHING. 
I LOVE OFFERING FOOD THAT PEOPLE CAN 
FEEL PROUD OF BUYING.”

Jos Thalheimer ’01 and 
wife, Larissa Williams,
in a greenhouse at  
Riverweb Farm in  
Phillips, Maine.
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inspired by Acorns   While at Choate, Jennifer 
Milikowsky ’05 discovered a passion for science that led 
her to become a wildlife biologist. In her first job, she 
hiked from sunup to sundown tracking the reintroduc-
tion of the red-cockaded woodpecker, a keystone species 
of the Everglades. Next, she camped in rainforests to 
study the critically endangered Kiwikiu, a bird endemic 
to a 20-square-mile habitat on the slope of one Hawaiian 
volcano. Long hours in the wilderness spurred Jennifer to 
wonder: “How can we create value from forests that would 
have a financial impact that promotes conservation?” 

This led Jennifer to Yale, where she completed master’s 
degrees in business administration and forestry. Immersed 
in New England’s woodlands, she noticed an abundance 
of acorns which reminded her that Spanish farmers have 
raised hogs on acorns for centuries, creating one of the 
world’s most famous and expensive forms of pork. “Acorn-
fed pork literally melts in your mouth,” Jennifer says, ex-
plaining that acorn-fed fat has a lower melting point than 
other pork fat. She began to visualize a new type of pork 
production for New England that would turn acorns into a 
commodity that could be sustainably harvested. 

To test the market, Jennifer produced three “acorn-fin-
ished” hogs. This meant that the animals ate only acorns 
during the final three months of life, when they were 
packing on the pounds. Jennifer then distributed the pork 
to Boston and New Haven restaurants that celebrated 
locally sourced foods. Chefs responded enthusiastically. 
Recruiting farmers to the new approach, however, proved 
a bigger challenge. 

“THIS IS TRULY MODERN FARMING.  
THIS APPROACH IS BETTER FOR THE  
ENVIRONMENT, BETTER FOR THE ANIMALS 
BEING RAISED, BETTER FOR THE FARMERS, 
AND THE CONSUMERS CAN FEEL BETTER 
ABOUT THE PRODUCT THEY ARE BUYING.”

Area farmers already knew that pigs love acorns, but 
they also recognized that acquiring acorns on a signifi-
cant scale would increase their costs. “This was a risky 
proposition,” Jennifer explains. “Farmers operate on slim 
margins and don’t get any reward on their investment until 
the end of the season. I had to convince them that the 
resulting pork would be worth a premium price.” 

After speaking with dozens of farmers, Jennifer 
synthesized her scientific and business acumen to create 
Walden Hill, a brand that sells heritage-breed hogs that 
are sustainably raised and finished with acorns. Jennifer 
and partner Tylan Calcagni facilitate the collective of New 
England farmers whose pork is sold through Walden Hill. 
“We do the earliest step of harvesting acorns to produce 
the feed,” Jennifer says, “and then the final steps of market-
ing and distributing the end product.” Walden Hill also 
assumes financial risk by paying a deposit on each pig at 
eight weeks of age. This stabilizes cash flow for farmers 
and guarantees them a buyer. “I needed the farmers to take 
a leap of faith in us,” Jennifer says. “Taking on risk, so that 
we have a stake in the pigs from an early age, was a good 
way to do that.”

Jennifer jokes that she is an “acorn farmer” because 
she drives around New England each fall collecting up 
to 200,000 pounds of acorns. Sources range from parks, 
to school campuses, to families. Many people rake and 
remove acorns anyway, Jennifer says, because the nuts feel 
like marbles underfoot. Walden Hill needs many sources 
because the annual acorn production of a single tree varies 
from almost no acorns to hundreds of pounds. 

Three years after founding Walden Hill, Jennifer sees 
its future as strong. Current clients include restaurants and 
butchers, and Jennifer envisions a future with products on 
retail shelves. “Based on the feedback from our customers,” 
she says, “I’m more convinced than ever that we are on to 
something special.” 

Walden Hill offers the efficiencies of large-scale 
agriculture – centralized marketing and distribution – 
while allowing smaller farms to thrive and maintain their 
individuality. A fifth-generation farmer joined because 
the increasing complexities of doing business had almost 
pushed him out of hog farming after decades of invest-
ment. Meanwhile a young farmer joined because Walden 
Hill’s handling of marketing and distribution makes it 
possible to focus on production. “This is truly modern 
farming,” Jennifer says. “This approach is better for the 
environment, better for the animals being raised, better 
for the farmers, and the consumers can feel better about 
the product they are buying.”

Jennifer Milikowsky ’05  
of Walden Hill
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From FArm to tAble to biG ideAs  
In his earliest memories, Alessio Manti ’08 recalls walking 
with his father through the fields of their organic olive 
farm just outside of Rome. Then Alessio’s family moved 
to the New York City area and transitioned to an urban 
lifestyle. In college, however, Alessio’s interest in farming 
renewed as he discovered food to represent “a fascinating 
intersection of health, public policy, environmental issues, 
and culture.” 

After college Alessio worked at farm-to-table restau-
rants, as a grower on an urban organic farm, and as a client 
manager for a network of greenhouse farmers who supply 
local supermarkets. He also trained and worked as a pro-
fessional chef. “Because I’ve worked both as a supplier and 
as a consumer,” Alessio says, “I can see how markets shape 
consumer decisions, and how that trickles down the chain 
to influence how food is grown. The most fundamental 
and pressing questions occur at the farm level.”

Alongside farm consolidation, the last century has 
also brought advances in technology and a dramatic rise 
in agricultural productivity. According to the USDA, the 
average yield of corn rose from 39 bushels per acre in 1950 
to 153 bushels per acre in 2000. In the same half-century, 
the average amount of milk produced per cow increased 
from 5,314 pounds per year to 18,201 pounds per year. “A 
major advantage of industrialized farms,” Alessio explains, 
“is that they turn out a lot of product with remarkable 
dependability.” The downside, he says, is that “this food 
system depends on tremendous amounts of inputs—water, 
nutrients and pesticides—and every few years even more 
inputs are required to achieve the same result.” 

The importance of this issue is underscored by a con-
sensus among experts that the world will need another 
explosion in agricultural production, plus increased efficiency 
in delivery systems, in order to avoid widespread hunger 
in the 21st century. Earth’s population is currently around 
7.5 billion and by 2050 may grow by as much as a third, 
nearing 10 billion. 

The Dutch have a head-start in addressing this challenge. 
About two decades ago, they made a national commitment 
to figure out how to grow more with less, and today the 
small country of the Netherlands is second only to the 
United States in the value of its food exports. The Dutch 
have found their niche with vegetable crops that can be 
cultivated year-round in high-tech greenhouses. Wageningen 
University & Research Centre, near Amsterdam, is a focal 
point of this research and attracts students from 100 coun-
tries to attend its agricultural graduate programs. 

     “I CAN SEE HOW MARKETS 
SHAPE CONSUMER DECISIONS, AND HOW 
THAT TRICKLES DOWN THE CHAIN TO INFLU-
ENCE HOW FOOD IS GROWN. THE MOST 
FUNDAMENTAL AND PRESSING QUESTIONS 
OCCUR AT THE FARM LEVEL.”

Alessio is currently pursuing a master’s degree at  
Wageningen. His goal is to use real-world practice to pro-
mote sustainable farming. He also wants to challenge U.S. 
public policy to invest more in sustainable farming initiatives.  
“These are important questions that will require hard work 
on a daily basis for decades,” he says. Alessio attributes his 
interest in improving systems to his foundational educa-
tion. “Choate taught me that it is all right to dream,” he 
says. “It encouraged me to think big, to be community-
oriented, and to imagine how I can make a difference.”

Fourth-GenerAtion FArmer
During 22 years as a horticulturalist, John Casertano ’87  
has observed the trends in U.S. farming first-hand. 
“Decades ago,” he says, “the thinking about productivity 
focused on yield per square foot. Now it is about yield 
compared to environmental and financial costs.” John also 
knows what aspects of the farming lifestyle are timeless: 
“There is a clear sense of accomplishment in growing 
something, and the close connection to the natural cycle is 
very satisfying.”

Although John grew up on the farm that had been pur-
chased by his great-grandfather in 1929, he did not work 
there until he was an adult. After college, John started his 
career as a teacher before joining the family business. By 
that point, Casertano Greenhouses & Farms, in Cheshire, 
Conn., was shifting its products to focus wholly on flowers 
and landscaping plants. John began as a potter, worked 
several years as a grower, and then served in the shipping 
department before moving into sales and management. 
Today he is the CEO and president of the nursery, which 
sells to independent landscapers and big-box retailers. 
The nursery employs 100 to 180 people, depending on the 
season. “I spend about half of my day in the office,” John 
says, “and half of my day in the greenhouses or fields. Most 
of my job is supporting my team in problem-solving.”

One thing John likes about this industry is that it is 
as cooperative as it is competitive. He often tours other 
greenhouses and exchanges ideas even with direct com-
petitors. “Everyone in this business is subject to weather 
and elements that are truly beyond our control,” John says. 
“That provides a valuable perspective about our place in 
the world. It also promotes a feeling that we are all in this 
together.” 

Technology has sparked dramatic changes since John 
first began this career. Building materials have better 
insulating properties, heating systems are more efficient, 
and computers help growers create ideal growing climates 
year-round. With the press of a button, for example, growers 
can open mechanized windows throughout a greenhouse 
to vent it evenly. The nursery submits data several times a 
year to a Dutch organization that provides certifications of 
sustainable practices. In addition, the nursery has a water 
management plan that uses almost all recaptured water 
and creates no runoff.

He sees even more automation ahead. The innovations 
are needed because the work is labor-intensive, but it is 
difficult to find employees who enjoy working in the ele-
ments. The irony, John says, is that “we are putting more 
distance between ourselves and the crops, even though our 
business is to nurture a hobby that helps people connect  
to nature.” 

John’s own calling is rooted in that connection and 
the sense of self that people draw from having a strong 
relationship to a place. “Farming means long hours, 
and keeping things alive under adverse conditions,” he 
says. “It’s managing people to create a living for everyone 
involved. It also means having an attachment to a piece of 
earth and feeling responsible for it. In today’s world, that 
is unique.” 

Cheryl Bardoe is a children’s book author. Her fifth book,  
Nothing Stopped Sophie: The Story of Unshakable Mathematician 
Sophie Germain, (Little, Brown and Co.) will be published in June. 

Alessio Manti ’08, candi-
date, Master of Science  
in Agricultural Economics,  
at  Wageningen University, 
The Netherlands.

John Casertano ’87, CEO 
and President, Casertano 
Greenhouses & Farms, 
Cheshire, Conn.
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