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By Gina Harkins 

ERIN EHNLE BROWN  WAS just 
a kid when she got a taste for 
entrepreneurship.

Brown and her siblings ran 
her family’s vegetable stand, 

selling sweet corn every summer on 
their Illinois farm. Years later, she’s 
applying the knowledge she acquired  
there to her agriculture photography 
and graphic design business. 

Jobs in agriculture often conjure up 
visions of livestock, cornfields and trac-
tors. But Brown, Pamela Hess, who gets 
chefs and farmers to work together, 
and David Eby, who runs an agriculture 
aviation company, are proving that the 
industry offers diverse career paths. 

“It feels good to help a farmer 
out — in some situations, saving his 
crop when he has no other alternative,” 
Eby said. “Being able to serve and help 
people has been my biggest satisfac-
tion.” 

Here’s how people like Brown, Eby 
and others are helping farmers succeed. 

Agriculture careers don’t always mean a life in the fields

BEYOND THE BARN

PHOTOS PROVIDED BY ERIN EHNLE BROWN CO N T I N U E D

Erin Ehnle Brown started a Facebook page 
when she was 19 to help educate the public 
about family-run farms. She now visits 
cattle, dairy and agriculture farms across 
the country to photograph farmers at work. 

By Gina Harkins

Erin Ehnle Brown
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‘THE LENS OF A FARM GIRL’ 
Brown was a 19-year-old community 

college student when she became fed up 
with the negative portrayal of farmers in 
the media. Growing up on Grand Vale Farm  
in Edelstein, Ill., Brown was surrounded by 

families she saw pour 
their hearts and souls into 
farming. 

“To be portrayed as 
this big industrial giant 
with no feelings, only 
out to make a buck, just 
broke my heart,” she said. 
“Our land is everything. 
It gets passed down from 
generation to generation.” 

Determined to show 
others what she saw, 
Brown, her Canon 20D 

camera in tow, captured beautiful images 
of her family’s farm fields in 2012. She 
uploaded the photos to a Facebook page she 
created titled “Keeping it Real: Through the 
Lens of a Farm Girl.” 

Within days, Brown had thousands of 
followers and was giving radio interviews. 
 Once she finished college, she launched her 
own company called Grand Vale Creative 
(grandvaleco.com). Her work has appeared 
on Agweek TV  and has been displayed 

at the John Deere world headquarters in 
Illinois, she said.  

Brown travels the country to show off 
the beauty of other farms. She hopes her 
images — from strawberry fields in Florida 
to dairy farms in Texas  — remind the public 
of the existence of the hardworking families 
who run many of the nation’s farms.  

“I hope they see the love we have for our 
work, the land, our animals and each other,” 
she said. 

LIFE ABOVE THE CROPS 
Eby always wanted to be a pilot, but 

when the 1970s energy crisis hit, there 
weren’t a lot of jobs in commercial aviation.  

After buying his own Cessna 188 AG 
Pickup,  Eby and his wife, Denise,  launched 
AgriFlite Services Inc. (agriflite.com) in Indi-
ana   in 1973. For decades, they’ve serviced 
corn, soybean, wheat and blueberry crops 
across states including Indiana, Illinois, Ohio 
and Pennsylvania. 

It’s an exciting — and sometimes danger-
ous — mission. Agriculture aviators fly low 
when spraying fields and must carefully 
scout out any difficult-to-see obstacles  that 
could get in their way. Pilots typically circle 
the field before they get to work in order to 
assess the hazards, but Eby said occasionally 
a wire or pole in a farmer’s field can be 

tough to spot on the first pass. 
“It has its risks, but if you do your proper 

training and your preliminary evaluation of 
the field before you go into it, that helps a 
lot,” he said.  

 And companies like AgriFlite must treat 
fields with the correct products. If an 
organic field is mistakenly sprayed with 
pesticide, a farmer could lose his organic 
rating for years, Eby said. He said that he 
has not made such a mistake, but he knows 
others who have. 

“It is a serious concern because of the 
financial ramifications to the grower and ap-
plicator,” Eby said. “If the field is mistakenly 
sprayed, it will start a five- to seven-year 
reset. As one can imagine, it would create a 
number of legal and monitory issues.”

For most of his career, Eby, 68, said he 
relied on county plat books, which outline 
rural properties, to locate or verify the 
property lines of  farmers’ fields. With 
AgriFlite’s mission to ensure every applica-
tion is done safely and effectively, he said, 
pilots needed a better mapping system. So 
he created another company, called AgSync.

Instead of relying on potentially outdated 
and human-drawn property lines, Eby and 
his AgSync team can leverage more-detailed 
maps and the corresponding information 
entered about specific fields when planning 
their flights. For example, a farmer might 
have five different crops on his or her 
property, and AgSync helps the farmer see 
the boundaries of each field so the ap-
propriate treatment is applied. AgSync also 
helps them see their flight paths, determine 
the number of acres they need to treat, and 
track the pilot’s progress in real time.   

“We were one of the first ones to ever use 
Google Maps,” Eby said.

Now, when farmers request that a field 
be sprayed, Edy uses AgSync to create safe 
routes for the pilots.  That flight plan can be 

CONTINUED

“I hope they see 
the love we have 
for our work, the 
land, our animals 
and each other.”

— Erin Ehnle Brown

PROVIDED BY DAVID EBY

David Eby, shown here with his 
family, has worked in agriculture 

aviation since the early 1970s. His 
family’s company services fields 

across the Midwest from their 
headquarters in Indiana. 

David Eby
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transmitted to an aircraft within seconds so 
pilots know exactly where they’re headed. 
Farmers can then track the pilot’s progress 
via computer or smartphone s so they know 
when the work is complete.  

“Our biggest goal is to make sure the 
pilot gets to the right fields, make sure 
things are done correctly and everyone has 
documentation,” Eby said. 

THE MATCHMAKER
Chefs and farmers don’t always run in 

the same circles. That’s why Pamela Hess, 
the executive director of the Arcadia Center 
for Sustainable Food and Agriculture in 
Alexandria, Va.,  organizes matchmaking 
events for the two groups. The most recent 
meetup took place at a nearby Washington, 
D.C., brewery earlier this year. 

Hess knew a lot of farmers and chefs from 
her previous work as a writer for a food 
magazine.  When she started working at 
Arcadia in 2013, she wanted to connect the 
groups so chefs could put fresh ingredients 
from local farmers on restaurant menus. 

“Everybody talks a good game about 

wanting to locally source, but it’s hard,” 
she said. “I wanted to help both sides 
understand the pressures on the other.” 

Chefs, for example, need to be able 
to control their costs and turn away 
deliveries that don’t meet their standards, 
Hess said. But farmers 
facing already low profit 
margins could take a real 
hit if their food is turned 
away. 

The key to breaking 
through those chal-
lenges, Hess said, was 
relationship-building. At 
the events, participants 
wear color-coded name 
tags indicating whether 
they’re farmers or chefs. 
Arcadia also provides 
participants with a list of suggested matches 
based on what they grow, what they’re 
looking to buy and where they’re located. 
Because Hess knows many of the farmers 
and chefs personally, she also takes into 
account participants’ personalities — an 

important factor in business relationships.  
“If farmers and chefs meet and like each 

other, they’ll move mountains to make it 
work,” she said. 

And it does. Red Apron Executive Chef 
Nathan Anda of Washington, D.C., bought an 

entire lamb from Heritage 
Hollow Farms, based in 
Sperryville, Va.; Centrolina 
chef Amy Brandwein, also 
in Washington, bought 46 
dozen eggs from Rainbow 
Hill Farm in Charles Town, 
W.Va. 

The annual event has 
been going on since 
2013, and this year’s was 
Arcadia’s largest yet.   The 
nonprofit produces free 
toolkits (arcadiafood.org/

farmer-chef)  so groups in communities 
across the U.S. can hold similar events, Hess 
said. 

“It’s easy to do,” she said. “Anything that 
can unite chefs and farmers around the 
foods that they grow is good.”

“Everybody talks a 
good game about 
wanting to locally 
source, but it’s 
hard.”

— Pamela Hess

Pamela Hess

PROVIDED BY MOLLY M. PETERSON

Chefs and farmers 
gather at a matchmaking 
event in Washington, D.C. 
Pamela Hess helped or-
ganize the event to build 
relationships between 
local chefs and farmers.


