At 80, Farmer Activist Mike Tabor Still Digging Up Dirt
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Mike Tabor inspects apples in an orchard he manages organically.

NEEDMORE, Pa. — Mike Tabor credits resiliency at 80 to a life he never imagined as a young man.
Since the early 1970s, Tabor has run a 60-acre farm in south-central Pennsylvania with a rotating and colorful cast of characters. The farm began as an experimental diaspora kibbutz during the heyday of communal living.
“We were part of the whole commune system,” Tabor said over coffee and fresh focaccia bread served up on a large wooden farmhouse table. “Back then, there were three communes, maybe four communes, just in this county. And they all had a different flavor.”
Tabor grew up in a working-class neighborhood in Brooklyn, a conscious choice made by his father, he said.
“And I haven’t figured out if he was actually a bohemian,” Tabor said, only half kidding. “It could be, because he did follow his bliss.”
Tabor’s grandfather, who lost the wealth earned as a Bronx developer in the Great Depression and became a sign painter, had sent his son to dental school before his fortunes turned.
“My father went to dental school for one year, decided he couldn't stand the sight of blood, and went into his childhood hobby after World War II, which was photography,” Tabor said.

Mike Tabor has been farming 60 acres in south central Pennsylvania for more than 50 years.
Tabor’s dad taught photography in the city school system and sent his own son to New York State Teachers College (now the State University of New York at Oneonta).
Tabor studied public school education and, as he tells it, stirred things up a bit with an underground newspaper and other protest activities of the times, with school administrators only too happy to fast-track him earning a bachelor’s degree in just three years.
Rural upstate New York also exposed Tabor to farm kids and white Anglo-Saxon Protestants. While other kids were donning their Sunday best, Tabor could be found frequenting the Unitarian church or studying the Torah with old Jewish men at the last remaining local synagogue.
Heading to College Park, Maryland, Tabor enrolled in graduate school with designs on earning a Ph.D. in social anthropology and becoming a teacher.
Soon after he arrived, Tabor took part in the March on Washington to advocate for the civil and economic rights of Black Americans. A little more than two weeks later, white supremacists dynamited the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, killing four Black girls.

Emotionally recalling the tragic event a half-century later, Tabor said, “I couldn't help but be moved by segregation.”
Academia meant less and less, he said, and the university was not responding adequately to rampant racism across the country and in its own backyard.
Tabor traveled south to North Carolina for Freedom Summer in 1964 to register Black voters and was not spared the physical abuse such commitment entailed.
He found a job in the federal government, and, in 1970, bought 60 acres and a rundown farmhouse two hours northwest of his Washington-area home.
Tabor’s resume includes founding Jews for Urban Justice, the Washington chapter of the Jewish environmentalist group Shomrei Adamah (Keepers of the Earth) and the Maryland political group Progressive Neighbors. He also helped create the first Freedom Seder, bringing together Jewish and Black social justice advocates.

“Justice, justice thou shall pursue,” Tabor said, paraphrasing a passage from the book of Deuteronomy. “It's a pretty primary lesson that gets passed down in Judaism. And I somehow never got word that ‘No, no, no, your career comes first,’ or ‘No, no, no, a professorship comes first.’ I never got that message. I really believed in pursuing justice.”

“The reason we bought this place, me and my first wife, was we did not believe in Wall Street,” Tabor said. “We were making money, living the low life, not the high life, and we just didn't believe in that lifestyle. So we said, ‘Well, let's buy a place in the country and rent it out or go there ourselves.”
Such places were going dirt cheap at the time, he said.
When Tabor was sowing his spiritual oats on the West Coast in the ’60s, he met the renowned Zen monk and teacher Shunryu Suzuki (Suzuki Roshi), who helped popularize Zen Buddhism in the United States and founded the first Zen Buddhist monastery outside Asia.
Suzuki encouraged him not to become a Buddhist but to delve deeper into his own spiritual and cultural heritage.

Tabor embraced the emerging Jewish Renewal movement and found his own path in rediscovering the connection between Judaism and farming.
“Unlike Christianity and unlike Islam, the Jewish calendar is very specifically tied to agriculture,” he said.
Tabor was searching for an identity, and what the dominant culture offered didn’t seem to be the answer.
A quest for equality, social justice and trying to build a better world led him to the idea of a diaspora kibbutz, he said. (“Kibbutz” means “grouping” or “gathering” in Hebrew and is a community where people live and work together noncompetitively and cooperatively.)
While the model has changed over the years, what has remained constant is that Mike Tabor continues to farm, helped in all endeavors by his wife of more than 35 years, Esther Siegel.
Licking Creek Bend Farm sells vegetables, fruit and honey at markets in Adams Morgan and Brookland, and on the campus of the National Institute of Standards and Technology. Accounts include Soupergirl, Goucher College and Johns Hopkins University, and the farm raises organic Christmas trees.
Food pantries are also a frequent stop.
A main goal, Tabor said, has been to bring healthy food to limited-income communities and people without access to healthy food. “It’s an attempt,” he said. “We’re not as successful as we’d like to be.”

Shortly after Alan Cohen arrived in Washington in 1987 to work for the Environmental Protection Agency developing pesticide safety protocols for farm workers, he met Mike Tabor.
Following three years working in the Reagan and then Bush Sr. administrations, Cohen, now farming in Maine, launched Bio-logical Pest Management, integrating less-toxic methods of dealing with nuisance critters, and also joined the board of the nonprofit Beyond Pesticides.
“Mike, to me, has really been a mentor in terms of rediscovering the Jewish roots of my environmentalism,” said Cohen, who inspected Tabor’s organic farm under the Certified Naturally Grown label and belongs to the same Jewish men’s group.
“He's created a legacy, not just of his farm but of the whole idea of being an activist on food issues, and water, and connecting people with their food instead of having people eat things that are packaged and distanced from their farmer.”
Cohen first met Tabor at the Washington chapter of Shomrei Adamah, a national organization founded in Philadelphia in 1988 by Rabbi Ellen Bernstein, who Cohen called “one of the foremothers of the Jewish environmental movement.”
Bernstein explained: “What I was doing was really looking at Jewish texts and trying to show people the ecological dimensions. So it was an educational organization.”
Tabor’s chapter to the south created its own focus, she said.
“He was pretty unusual in fully dedicating himself to farming at that time,” Bernstein said. “It's much more popular now than it was when he was doing it.”
The two pioneers share common ground in recognizing and celebrating the ecological, agrarian roots of the Bible, including sacred Jewish holidays.

“The Bible is ... rooted in the land,” Bernstein said. “People were farmers, and there's just a lot of wisdom. And it's really been up to our generation to really retrieve that wisdom.”
Seeking to build on that rediscovery, Tabor continues to make connections with younger farmers carrying the torch, through involvement with groups such as the Jewish Farmer Network as well as the mentorship he provides on his worker-run farm.
And while the commute between home — now Takoma Park — and farm has always presented challenges, maintaining a steady workforce has proven even more so.
Last year, the farm’s manager of 17 years, Charmaine Peters, moved on to work at Arden, South Florida’s first master-planned residential “agrihood,” leaving a minimally experienced staff to support a model where employees make all the decisions.
“I have always worked in bars and restaurants, and I'm a chef,” said the farm’s senior worker Larissa (declining to give her last name), now in her second season at Licking Creek Bend Farm. “When COVID hit, nothing was open, and I was kind of going crazy. I saw their ad on Craigslist and came up here last season, didn't leave, and definitely learned a world of things so far. But I've always been good with plants and stuff like that.”
Larissa said she appreciated the fact the farm is worker-run and that the model also presents challenges.
“As far as I know, there are not any other worker-run farms around here. It's very interesting,” Larissa said. “When Esther first told me about that, I was kind of like, ‘This could be problematic and chaotic and, you know, disastrous.’ But Mike is here once a week.” (When the season kicks in, Tabor is busy managing markets.)
And it works.

“We choose who gets hired, and if we have to, who gets fired,” she said. “We choose what we plant, and we decide what we're doing with our days every day, what we're growing, where we're growing it, all of that. So it definitely pushes you to have to think constantly and, you know, pay attention to every little thing.”
Tabor, who clearly wants to at least share the torch, is more than grateful for the help.
“I try not to sound like my father, but there does seem to be a lack of willingness to do what my friends would categorize as backbreaking work,” he said.
Tabor has another word for it: “Pleasure.”
“Look, I've been up since 4:30 working outside. I'm 80 years old, and I get pleasure doing it. So why don't other people? We cannot hire a local person to do farm work. When we've advertised locally, $15 an hour ... ‘What, you mean in the hot sun?’”
“There has been a transition in the work ethic, and you could blame schools, you could blame parents, you could blame whatever. I truly don't know what it is.”
Reflecting on the many hats he’s worn through life, some of which he still keeps in his toolbox for emergencies, Tabor pondered one regret.
“I wish,” he said, “I’d gone to more shop classes and known more about welding.”
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