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 “I can honestly tell you, when we started, we didn’t have 
nothin’,” said Walterboro farmer I.M. Benton.
 Now 74, Benton farms several thousand acres in Colleton 
County, as well as owning Benton’s Farm and Seed on Highway 
15.
But he didn’t always want to be a farmer. “My daddy was 
disabled from the shipyard, but farmed a little. When I got out of 
high school, all I wanted to do was get away from him and that 
farm as far away as I could. I didn’t want anything to do with it.”
So he left his Sniders hometown and went to work at the 
shipyard. But times changed, and so did his attitude. “The day 
they gave me my 20-year pin, I gave them two weeks’ notice. 
And we came back here.”
 Benton and his wife, Sandra, had been living in Walterboro 
in a house behind his mother. But he found a piece of land off 
Beach Road that seemed like a pretty good deal, bought it and 
started farming. They’ve been there 48 years now. Sandra 
grew up in town and didn’t know anything about farming. “But 
somehow, she conformed. And she’s turned out to be a pretty 
good farm wife,” Benton said.
 “Hay is what we do. I mess with some cows,” he said. He 
also grows some corn, wheat, oats, etc. But the hay is how he’s 
earned his keep.
 “We’ve done good with the hay. I’ve seen a lot of farmers — 
good friends, good people — if hay sells good this year, they’re 
cutting hay. If peanuts sell good this year, next year they’re 
changing to peanuts. We started with hay and we’ve stayed with 
hay,” he said.
 His best year he baled 67,000 square bales. “And that was 
with one baler and stacking every single one of them by hand. 
We didn’t have a round baler then.” A chute on the baler put the 
bales on a trailer, but they still had to be stacked — then unloaded 
and restacked in a storage shed. “It was a chore, I’m telling you.” 
Until 1998, they baled 50-60,000 bales a year, stacking every 
one by hand. “When I first started, I had a list of people when 
school got out to call to help work. That don’t exist anymore. 
Their parents give then everything they want. They don’t know 
the value of a dollar,” he said.
 Today, Benton shoots for about 40,000 bales a year, most 
of which he sells through Benton Feed and Seed. But he’s 
also delivers to customers on Johns and Wadamalaw Islands, 
McClellanville and Charlotte, N.C. He even sent hay to Cuba 
one time.
 “A man called me and asked if I had 500 bales of hay. I said, 
‘Yeah, I got 500 bales, but I don’t have near a truck that’ll jump 
that pond,’” Benton laughed. He ended up hauling the hay to the 
Charleston Air Force Base, where the bales hitched a plane ride 
to hungry horses on a military base in Cuba. 
 The other crops Benton primarily sells at the feed store, 
after reserving some of the corn to feed his cows. The rest he 
sells to deer hunters, people who feed cows, hogs or chickens. 
They combine the oats and wheat, then bale the leftover straw 
to sell as well.
 “Everything we can make on this farm and sell at the store, 
we do,” Benton said. And that makes money that goes straight 
back into the farm. “Everything we’ve accumulated, every dollar 
we made, we put back into the farm. And that’s still going on 
today,” he said.
 And to make it work, there’s got to be good credit. If you 
want a piece of land or need new equipment and wait until 
you’ve got the money to buy it, you won’t get it, he said. “It’s the 
American way.”
 “Somehow, we’ve been wise enough to not sign a paper 
we couldn’t pay back, so we think we’re fortunate,” Benton 
said. “And our children have been fortunate enough to have a 

decent place to grow up in without growing up on the street.” 
(They have a son, Timmy, who works on the farm with his father, 
and a daughter and son-in-law, Stacy and Ben Kennedy, both 
educators.)
 “That’s the premise we work on. If it’s the end of the year 
and nobody’s come to repossess something, it’s been a good 
year,” Benton said.
 The feed store began in 1991, literally with a lot of thoughts 
and prayers. Benton met with a woman from the Small Business 
Association and got a lot of good information until she asked 
how much money he had to put into the venture. “I said I’ve got 
$15,000. And that woman packed up her briefcase and left, just 
that quick. Said I was wasting her time.”
 About a year later, she came back through town and 
stopped in. She looked at their stocked shelves, account books 
and was amazed. “Everything you see here is paid for and we 
don’t owe anybody a dime,” Benton told her. “She told me ‘Looks 
like I shoulda been taking lessons from y’all instead of you from 
me,’” he laughed.
 His secret? “We try to treat people like we’d like to be 
treated. And evidently, they like it because they keep coming 
back,” Benton said. 
 They moved from the first location to the present site in 
front of the old stockyards because they needed more space. 
Now, they need more space again. But Benton’s not sure what 
he’s going to do about that, because the land around the store 
is expensive. But that’s a problem for the future.
 Right now, he’s just busy being a farmer. He rides a tractor 
almost every day and spends a lot of time in his shop, fixing 
whatever’s broken. “There’s always something broke on the 
farm. You can always find something to work on.”
 And retirement? “What would I do when I got up in the 
morning if I didn’t have nothing to do? Don’t get me wrong, I 
have sometimes I just don’t want to get up and out. But I just 
can’t imagine someone not having a reason for being,” he said. 
 Sandra laughed. “As long as he’s got that shop out there, 
he’ll be out there, working on something.”

I. M. Benton

I.M. Benton with his “boss” at his home off Beach Road.
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 L O A N S  F O R  L A N D ,  F A R M S  A N D  H O M E S

we thank you!
FOR YOUR COMMITMENT TO FAMILY, FARM, AND COMMUNITY

Walterboro Branch
529 Bells Hwy | Walterboro, SC 
843.549.1584 | AgSouthFC.com

NMLS#
619788

 Sitting outside on a summer’s day, you can hear birds chirping, 
leaves rustling, and bees buzzing.
 Hearing those bees, most tend to tense up or 
run, worrying about being stung, not thinking 
about how important bees are to the 
world and how they keep us healthy.
 But those honey bees are not 
only important, they are vital.
Honey bee numbers in the U.S. 
have dropped by around 50 
percent in the last 25 years.
 Over 90 percent of 
the world’s food supply 
comes from about 100 crop 
species, and 71 of those 
crops (especially fruits and 
vegetables) rely on bees for 
pollination. Without bees, 
many fruits and vegetables 
would be missing at dinner 
tables: melons, squash, 
cucumbers, apples, peaches, 
pears, cherries, apricots and plums. 
These must be pollinated by bees.

Here are some interesting facts about bees:
• Bees travel an average of three miles from the 
hive to search for nectar.
• A bee will make only about one-twelfth of a teaspoon of honey 
during its lifetime.
• It takes about 1,150 bees to make one pound of honey.

• Bees visit about two million flowers to make one pound of honey.
• Bees can fly up to 15 miles an hour.
• A typical hive has about 60,000 bees, but only a small number of 
those leave the hive to look for food.
• The honey bee’s wings flap 11,400 times per minute, which 
makes a buzzing sound.

• Worker honey bees live for about four weeks in the 
spring or summer, but up to six months during 

the winter.
• Bees maintain a temperature of 92-

93 degrees Fahrenheit in their nest 
regardless of whether the outside 

temperature is 110 or -40 degrees.
• The queen bee lives for about 

2-3 years. She is the busiest in 
the summer months, laying up 
to 2,500 eggs a day.
• The oldest jar of the sweet 
stuff ever found is believed to 
be 5,500 years old. When the 
heated and strained honey 
is sealed properly, moisture 
cannot be absorbed and the 

honey lasts forever.
• Pesticides can harm 

domesticated honey bees as 
well as wild pollinators causing 

neurological problems so they will 
be unable to find their way back to their 

hives.

How can the bees help you?
 Besides making sure food crops are pollinated, bees provide 
honey which supports probiotics, makes beautiful and healthy 
skin, boosts memory, soothes coughs, provides nutrients, treats 

Bee...autiful Bees
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Hwy. 21 between Bells 
& Sniders Crossroads

(15096 Low Country Hwy)
Open Mon-Sat 8am-6pm

843-866-7560

1002 Bells Hwy., 
Walterboro

(Next to Bojangles)
Open Mon-Sat 10am-6pm

843-549-7560

COME AND GET THOSE
BRELAND STRAWBERRIES!

Benton’s Peanut Farm
12703 Low Country Hwy 

Ruffin, SC 29475
843-866-2702

We also have
Fresh picked from the farm:

Cucumbers
Squash

Tomatoes
Snap Beans
Sweet Corn

Peppers
Cantaloupe

Butter Beans
Seeded & Seedless Watermelons

All local grown
And many more vegetables

and fruits available.
Don’t forget the boiled peanuts!

COME AND GET THOSE

Breland Hill Breland Hill 

Farmers Farmers 

MarketMarket

Breland Hill Breland Hill 

Farmers Farmers 

MarketMarket

KEEP A LOOK OUT FOR OUR NEW 
MARKET! COMING SOON.

•Lawn & Garden
•Farm Supplies
•Fertilizer
•Paint

Complete Line of Hardware
•Tools
•Mobile Home Supplies
•Plumbing
•Electrical

•Hunting & Fishing

•Feed & Pet Supplies

•Carhartt

•Lumber

•STHIL Power 
Equipment

1050 BELLS HIGHWAY
WALTERBORO
843-539-3333

MON-FRI 8-6 • SAT 8-5

wounds, heals burns, helps with seasonal allergies, reduces 
ulcers, improves blood sugar regulation, and has anti-bacterial 
and anti-fungal qualities.

How can you help the bees?
1. Plant flowers in your garden that will attract bees.
2. Don’t use harmful pesticides; use homemade insect repellents 
that won’t harm the bees.
3. Become a beekeeper. You can purchase an entire Beekeeper 
Starter Kit at farm supply stores. Instructions can be found at 
Betterbee.com.
4. After learning what to do, go online and purchase your very own 
bees, complete with a queen.

Honey bees on Honeycomb
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 Joe Hamilton of Green Pond has truly lived the American 
dream. 
 Hamilton grew up on his family’s farm on Bennetts Point 
Road in an old farmhouse “where we could see through the 
floor. You didn’t have to wonder if it was daylight — you could see 
it through the cracks in portions of the walls not covered with 
pasted on magazine pages,” he said. 
 Growing up as a poor black child on a farm in Green Pond 
wasn’t easy. A laborer and a farmer, his father was “a strong 
authoritarian,” an attitude almost “required” for that era, especially 
rearing boys. Seemingly, Hamilton did not learn to communicate 
his real feelings because, although he lived on a farm and 
enjoyed the outdoors, his primary passions were reading and 
asking, “Why?” — two attributes not viewed as contributing well 
to raising hogs, cows and making crops productive. 
 Sometimes, Hamilton became frustrated because he was 
unable to articulate his vivid imagination and thought there was 
no one to listen. He grew up to be a shy, at times, passively 
aggressive young man. While not a pacifist, Hamilton disliked 
fights and large crowds, preferring to be somewhat alone with 
his many books. After joining the U.S. Air Force and eventually 
deploying to Southeast Asia — all the while failing to learn how 
to channel his anger — he was court-martialed for fighting over 
an easily dismissible comment. After that, he retrained into the 
flight line supply system and was introduced for the first time to 
the world of automation. 
 After his discharge, he went to school in Kansas City to 
further learn about computers. Returning home to work at the 
former Charleston Shipyard, Hamilton furthered his education 
over the years, receiving his first degree in his 50s and his 
second degree after retirement. Hamilton retired in 2014 as a 
supervisory IT specialist for data management (GIS) with almost 
42 years of service to the Department of Defense.
 But the thing that most affected his life was marrying 
Blanche, 43 years ago. “I was a very shy man with poor to 
underdeveloped people skills; and women especially made me 
tongue-tied and nervous.” But that didn’t happen with Blanche — 
and she saved him from himself.  “I needed somebody in my life, 
a stabilizing force and God knew that. If I didn’t have Blanche, 
I’d probably be in prison or dead. As a young man, I had a very 
quick temper, which led to my court martial. However, I have 
learned over the years that the very thing you resent growing 
up, you’d become if you don’t actively guard against it,” he said. 
“While I certainly do not blame my dad for the shortfalls in my 
life, his position as an authoritarian did have an impact, because 
I grew up to become an opinionated, somewhat dogmatic 
person. But I’ve learned to control that. I became a born-again 
Christian about two months after returning home and meeting 
Blanche, so I feel that God created a person like Blanche, with 
the requirements I needed, especially her kind and gentle spirit 
— someone who could bring out the good in me.  Blanche has a 
natural calming effect which I, an adult alpha male, needed. That 
part of her genuine love rose above all of my limitations and 
pushed me to success — and she is still doing this today.”
 Now, 43 years later, the couple lives on almost 30 acres 
in a nice home on part of the family farm. They have three 
successful grown children, a son and two daughters, and two 
grandsons. Hamilton is retired, and life is good. A testament that 
the American dream can be real, even for a former poor black 
child whose parents lacked an education.
 The Hamiltons have a 26-acre certified tree farm, SS 
Hamilton Farm LLC.  He travels across the country, telling his 
story of his life on the tree farm and ways to combine tree 
farming with other conventional farm crops as well as livestock. 
 The land surrounding the farm originally belonged to his 

great-grandfather, a tract formerly partitioned from Poco Sabo 
Plantation during the early 1800s. The original tract contained 
almost 888 acres — but most of that land was been lost 
through time. Hamilton cites some data which he uses during 
his speaking engagements, “Studies have found the primary 
reason for the black farmers land loss was the heirs’ property 
policy … and discrimination by the Department of Agriculture 
and policies put in place by the Farmers Home Administration.” 
His research revealed that, “in 2002, a USDA Report showed 
that black people owned less than 1% of the rural land in the 
United States for a total value of only $14 billion, out of a former 
total land value of more than $1.2 trillion.”  Hamilton knows the 
value of land and regrets that so many people do not know, what 
they do not know — which resulted in many losing their land.
 Today, there is an under-appreciation for the land. Nearing 
the end of the end of the Civil War, the Rev. Garrison Frazier 
and about 20 former slaves, while discussing their fate with 
Gen. Sherman, said that slaves, if freed, wanted land. “We must 
have land. If we have land, we will work that land and make that 
land productive. And then we will use the proceeds to buy other 
lands,” Frazier said. 
 Until 2010, Hamilton’s land was still a portion of heirs’ 
property. The search to clear the title for his heirs’ property 
dilemma started when the entire family attended a personal 
family session hosted by the Center for Heirs Property 
Preservation where everyone came face-to-face with the hard 
and painful facts that remaining in an heirs’ property condition 
was only leading to a worse problem than they currently faced. 
Hamilton spent three years researching various documents, 
obituaries and cemetery headstones to develop a family tree 
and the chain of events leading to his father’s ownership. After 
the three-year search, Hamilton was able to obtain a cleared 
title. The remaining siblings chose to have the property divided 
by partition. Hamilton and Blanche used their portion and 
purchased an adjoining 16 acres and started the tree farm.
 Hamilton now gives tours of his farm to school children and 
talks to them about the opportunities available not just in farming 
(a profession many blacks have traditionally shied away from) 
but the many opportunities offered in forestry. Trees provide 
the raw material for everything from diapers to face masks to 
alternative fuel for manufacturing.
 He serves in many capacities such as the Forestry 
Association of S.C. Board of Directors, the steering committee 

Joe Hamilton

Joe and Blanche Hamilton
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WE CAN HELP IT GROW

Tom McCarty, LUTCF

Financial Services Professional 

Licensed Agent

800-A N. Jefferies Blvd.

P.O. Box 1383 | Walterboro, SC 29488

843.549.9576 | Cel l : 843.557.9030843.549.9576 | Cel l : 843.557.9030

tpmccarty@ft.newyorklife.com

Where the most important feature is YOU

If you’re looking to build a 
custom home, designed 
just the way you want it, 

look no further than Cook 
Design Studio, Inc.

Offi ce: 843-782-4077
Cell: 843-908-3396
scott@cookdesignstudios.com

1374 Bells Highway
Walterboro, SC 29488

202 East 2nd North Street
Summerville, SC 29483

Check out our portfolio online!
cookdesignstudios.com

511 E. Washington St. | Walterboro, SC | 843-782-4095

atlanticspineclinic.com
Dr. Milton

Hudson

for the Lowcountry Landowners Association, the Woodland 
Operating Committee for the American Forest foundation in 
Washington, D.C., and serves as chairman for the S.C. Forestry 
Commission Advisory Board. As a certified tree farmer, Hamilton 
was voted district Tree Farmer of the Year in 2016 and is a 
member of the American Tree Farm System.
 Success wasn’t easy — it required hard work and discipline. 
And there are still things he wishes had turned out differently. 
He wishes he’d had a better relationship with his father, who 
died in 1974 while Hamilton was stationed in New Jersey. “I 
remember when I came back from Southeast Asia, we were 
cutting firewood. Daddy was sitting down with utter fascination 
because I was no longer that little boy.” He wanted to be able to 
get close to his father and tell him about life in another country, 
airplane flight and other life events, but he did not know how. So 
now he is writing a book so his children and his grandchildren 
could know that it is possible to “agree to disagree — agreeably.”
Hamilton pays homage to his parents by using the first letters 
of their names in his tree farm business, SS Hamilton Farms for 
Steve and Sallie Hamilton. He further gives his dad a nod when 
he quotes in the preface of his book, lyrics from a popular song 
penned in the 70s, titled, “I wish I could have told him in the living 
years.” All the things he wished he could have said all those 
years ago, Hamilton now tells his children and grandchildren. 
Whenever he mentors, teaches or preaches, he is a strong 
advocate of communicating, because a part of the song says, 
“So we open up a quarrel between the present and the past, we 
only sacrifice the future — it’s the bitterness that lasts.”
 He and Blanche tried to raise their children differently, 
but it was easier for her than for him. He had to work to be 
compassionate, to communicate and not so opinionated.
 Learning how to control anger and the desire to retaliate are 
something today’s generation needs to work on. Stephen Covey 
said, “Seek first to understand, then to be understood.” 
 He is currently working on succession plans for his farm. 
Although both he and Blanche are still in good physical shape, 
at age 68, he sees what’s coming. “As you get older, you 
decrease. That’s just the way it is. That curve of life begins to 
flatten downward. I would like to think my three children, having 
been reared in a Christian home and having witnessed the 
love demonstrated by their parents, will aspire also to learn to 
love their fellow humans and all living creatures and to be good 
stewards of the land.” 
 His mission today is to enjoy every minute of his life. “I’m 
extremely fortunate. I get to take my beauty naps and at night, 
sometimes I come out onto the porch and just look at the stars. 
And I think of that spiritual, “When I in awesome wonder, consider 
all the worlds Thy Hands have made. I see the stars and hear 
the rolling thunder ... and I softly proclaim, my God, how great 
Thou art!”

Joe Hamilton with one of the youth tours of his tree farm.
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“Barn At Sunset”

“Koda Smiles” “Lucy Moo, Black & White 
Hereford Bottle Bab”

“The Farm That Built Me”

THE
WINNERS ARE
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Watch seeds grow
 Get an old baking pan. Lay paper towels in the bottom and 
heavily water. Lay seeds on top of the paper towels. Then, place 
wet paper towels over the seeds. Cover with plastic wrap and 
place in a warm, dark area. Keep the towels moist, and soon 
seeds will sprout. They can then be moved into soil.

Feed the birds
 Collect pinecones. On a sheet of wax paper or newspaper, 
put peanut butter on the all the plates or scales on the cone 
using a plastic spoon or knife. Then add a cup of birdseed onto 
the wax paper and roll the pinecone into the seeds. The seeds 
will cling to the peanut butter. Tie a string around the top of the 
pinecone and hang on tree limb. Then watch the birds come eat.

Grow an onion from an onion
 You can grow an onion from an onion in 90-120 days. 
First, cut off the top of the onion and remove the outer peeling. 
Let the onion dry on the counter for 24 hours. 
Put toothpicks in the sides of the onion. 
Fill a glass or jar with water. Suspend the onion in the water with 
the toothpicks resting on the edges of the glass. You will need to 
keep fresh water in the glass that reach the roots. 
Watch the roots grow longer and a green sprout come out of the 
top. Then you can plant it in soil and grow an onion for cooking.

For The Kids

843-539-2000 • lowcountryequipment.net

Lowcountry
   Equipment   Equipment

L
  E

SALES AND SERVICE
1617 Bells Highway | Walterboro, SC
877 South Lake Drive | Lexington, SC

TOUGH TIMES CALL
FOR A TOUGH TRACTOR

lowcountryguns.com
196 Bells Highway

Walterboro, SC 29488

843-782-4424

WE ARE 
PROUD TO BE 
PROTECTING 
YOUR 2ND 

AMENDMENT 
RIGHTS

Belk &
Tractor
Supply

Bells Hwy.

CMH

Je� ries Blvd
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Sprouted seeds  wrapped in wet paper towel 

Pinecone with seed mixture applied to it

Cut green onion bulb in jar  with water
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 Marion Barnes is one of the last of a generation … the 
generation that grew up on a traditional family farm.
His father, his grandfathers and great-grandfathers all farmed 
the land. But Barnes, like so many others of his generation, kept 
the family farm, but chose a different career in order to make a 
living.
 He still considers himself a part-time farmer on the farm 
above Lodge where he grew up. But he has worked as a Colleton 
County agent with Clemson Extension for over 30 years.
 His daddy, John Holland Barnes, held an off-farm job but 
also made a living off the land, raising hogs, cattle, hay, small 
grain, soybeans, watermelons and other row crops to support 
his family. It wasn’t an easy life but was the way of life for many 
Colleton County residents until about 50 years ago.
 Now, the traditional family farm is almost non-existent in 
Colleton County. “There are maybe less than 30 full time farmers 
who actually make a living scattered across the county,” Barnes 
said. There are a lot of part-time farmers, but they all work other 
jobs to make ends meet.
 Today, farming is all about volume, Barnes said. “When I 
was growing up, it was much less intensive. The pressure wasn’t 
there. You could feed your family and make a living on smaller 
acreage. And there were not a lot of other jobs out there — rural 
people depended on the farms.” But things began to change 
after World War II when a transition began from a lot of small, 
localized farms to people leaving the land behind and finding 
work other places, only working the farms part time.  
 There were a lot of livestock in Colleton County 40-50 years 
ago. But there’re just a small number of beef cattle now and 
not many swine, Barnes said. The poultry and hogs of today 
are raised on contract to produce the volume. Farms have to 
produce more, which requires more land and resources.
 Today, “most farmers have a home base, but I don’t know 
one that farms just his own land. You have to rent more land to 
get the acreage or be a part-time farmer and work another job,” 
he said. “Kids used to stay on the farm. Now a lot of kids go out 
of the county to find jobs. Only a few young people are returning 
to the farm. Makes you wonder who will produce our food in the 
generations to come.”
 Farmers have faced a number of other obstacles in the 
last few decades as well. There’s also been a consolidation of 
companies farmers depend on — equipment, fertilizer, chemicals 
— with corresponding increases in product prices. The late 
1970s and early 1980s produced a series of events that finished 
off many small farmers — the prices for their products crashed, 
and a series of hot dry summers killed their crops.
 In his 30-plus years with Clemson Extension, Barnes has 
watched the transformation of the farms in Colleton County from 
small, self-sufficient family operations to big volume-based farms 
or part-time farmers. Large expensive mechanized equipment 
has replaced farm labor.
 But recently, he’s seen a trend that may help preserve 
some smaller farms. With the trend toward the public becoming 
more health-conscious, people have started wanting to know 
more about their food. They either want to grow food themselves 
or want to buy it locally, and that is encouraging for people with 
small acreage. Local farmers markets and programs such as 
S.C. Certified Grown and the South Carolina New and Beginning 
Farmer programs are providing markets for fresh products for 
“niche farmers” and opportunities for new farmers to become 
part of the local agricultural community.
 Technology is helping bigger farms stay afloat. In the 1920-
30s, you made 20-40 bushels of corn an acre, Barnes said. 
But with new varieties, advances in irrigation, fertilization and 
genetic advances in crop varieties, farmers can make 250-260 

or more bushels per acre with irrigation. There are drones that 
scout crops, so farmers no longer have to walk the fields to 
check for diseases and insects, systems that use apps on smart 
phones to monitor everything from irrigation to fertilization rates 
to seeding rates, guidance systems on tractors.
 But will it be enough? “In 1935 there were over 6.8 million 
farms, now there are just over two million farms in the United 
States today,” Barnes said. “Today, one farmer supplies food for 
166 people in the U.S and abroad. We are lucky in this country. 
We spend less of our disposable income on food than any 
other country in the world. The global population is predicted to 
increase to 2.2 billion people by 2050, which means the world’s 
farmers will have to produce 70% more food than is produced 
now.” 
 Plus, there must be the land to grow it on. “They aren’t 
making any more farmland. Urban encroachment worries me 
a lot.  Once you put a farm into a subdivision, under pavement, 
that’s it. It’s not coming back,” Barnes said.
 “We’re fortunate here in Colleton County. We’ve still got a 
lot of farmland and a lot of people who are still tied to the land 
— people who buy and rent land for hunting, people who want 
10-15 acres so they can have a rural lifestyle, and niche farmers 
in addition to traditional farmers,” he said.
 That’s good, because as we have seen recently, an empty 
grocery store shelf is not a pretty site.

Marion Barns

Barnes talks with a group as part of his job as a Clemson Extension agent.

Lodge farmer Marion Barnes, who has been a Clemson Extension agent 
for 30 years, inspects a field of sunflowers.
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 Besides the myriad of beautifully colored and wonderfully 
scented flowers that you can plant throughout your garden and 
yard, there are a few other things you can do to draw butterflies 
in and keep them coming back.  Making them feel welcome with 
food and shelter works for relatives and butterflies alike.  One 
thing is to offer them butterfly nectar scattered about, hanging 
in trees or placed in shallow dishes tucked in shady spots.   It 
costs very little to make butterfly food and takes just a few 
minutes. Children love helping to put together this simple recipe 
for butterfly nectar and watching the parade of winged wonders 
that will surely pass by your yard.

Supplies:

Sponges
1 cup water
1/4 cup granulated sugar
twine or string

Directions:

• In a small saucepan bring 1 cup of water to a boil, stir in sugar 
and simmer until dissolved.

• Remove from heat and cool completely.
• While syrup is cooling cut sponges into 4 smaller rectangles.
• Cut or poke a small hole in each sponge.
• Cut 8” length of string and thread through a sponge.
• Dip the sponge in syrup until full, allow excess to drip from 

sponge before hanging on limbs, porch railings or anywhere 
else you want to leave a “drink station” for your winged friends.

Alternatively, you can place several sponges in a shallow dish 
with the syrup mixture and place the butterfly food in your 
garden.

 Be sure that you also have plants in your yard for the 
butterflies as well as the plants that the caterpillars will need 
after hatching. Research the butterflies that are common to your 
area, what plants they need for their full lifecycle, and plant them 
in your yard. You don’t want to use this butterfly nectar to attract 
butterflies to your yard if you cannot support them.

Butterfly Nectar

Butterfly nectar  placed in shallow dish with sponges
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 “Everybody says it’s in your blood, and I think it probably 
is. If you didn’t love it, you definitely wouldn’t do it,” said Mike 
Crosby, who has been farming near Ruffin his entire life.
 “Although it’s getting to the point where most farmers need 
to get a blood transfusion to get it out of their blood,” he grinned.
 Crosby always worked on a farm. His father farmed a little 
tobacco, a little corn. “Back in those days, just about everybody 
in the whole community farmed a small amount. Everybody 
had a few cows. They’d plant probably a 3/4 acre of tobacco. 
Everybody had a little bit of corn to feed the cows and hogs. And 
everybody always had a garden,” he said.
 By the time he was 12, he was working on a farm every 
minute he wasn’t in school. By the time he was 16 or so, he was 
farming on his own.
 Then, everyone planted tobacco, so youngsters worked in 
tobacco fields during the summer. He started working for Olin 
Ulmer when he was 12 or 13. “I started out handing tobacco, 
back when they strung it up on sticks and put it in a barn. Then 
I graduated to picking tobacco. Olin Ulmer and Sherwood 
Herndon were two pretty good-sized farmers in this neck of 
the woods. And they got a piece of mechanized equipment you 
actually rode on and picked tobacco. You put it on chains that 
sent it up an upstairs part where people strung the tobacco up 
— four women on the top and four pickers on the bottom.” 
 As he got older, he got to run equipment. By 14, he went 
to work for Melville Padgett in Williams. “He had probably one 
of the most modern hog operations at that time. We had like 
350 sows on cement. I’d go there afternoons after school and 
feed the sows, clean the pens. Back then, you didn’t have any 
trouble with the highway patrol if you didn’t cut up, so I bought 

my first car when I was 14. Drove it to school (at Ruffin High 
School), then drove it to work in Williams.”
 By age 17, he was working for Daniel Chassereau in 
Ehrhardt. And with that move came a surprise. “That’s where 
I met my bride Myra,” Crosby said. They were both in the 11th 
grade at Andrew Jackson Academy and “she had a boyfriend, 
but I was able to out-do him.” On June 30 this year, the two 
celebrated their 41st wedding anniversary. 
 Myra runs Ruffin Farm Supply, started to supplement the 
farming income. They started the store in 1996 and it’s been a 
good investment. “We are able to sell our corn at the store and 
get more money for it. On the open market at lot of times, you 
can’t make anything on corn. But selling it here to deer hunters, 
it cuts out the middle man,” he said. They also sell oats and 
soybeans Crosby grows and “that’s helped us to keep the farm 
somewhat profitable.”
 “Farming has gotten in pretty foul shape again now. 
Commodity prices are low — as low as they’ve ever been in years. 
People a few years back started planting peanuts and cotton 
a lot and made pretty good. But even those aren’t profitable 
now. I’m looking at the next 2-3 years, you’re probably going to 
see a lot of farmers go out again,” Crosby said. And there are 
only a handful of big farmers left, almost all in the upper part of 
Colleton County.
 But the biggest problem facing farming isn’t prices — it’s that 
“there’re no young people coming in to take up the shoes of 
us old people,” Crosby said. Their son, Jeremy, works for the 
S.C. Forestry Commission, but also helps on the farm and at 
the store. “But he’s able to farm because I already have the 
equipment. If he got out today and started farming, he’d have to 
spend half a million at a minimum (and that’s used equipment) 
to start farming. In today’s world, a new combine is $650,000. A 
small tractor is $120,000. So a young person today, it’s almost 
impossible for them to come out and say they’d start farming. 
Nobody’s going to give them the money. The only ones who’re 

going to be left are the people who come 
in behind their parents and are able to 
start with something.” 
 Crosby started farming full time when 
he was about 18, planting 30-40 acres 
near his house on Bells Highway. By 
the 1980s, he was planting about 600 
acres. But then, “farming got real bad. 
A lot of farmers went broke. I cut way 
back. I almost went broke. It was hard 
times.”
 In 1983, he went to work for the 
S.C. Forestry Commission — ironically, 
working for the same boss and with 
the same forestry pickup truck Jeremy 
started with. 
 By the 1990s, Crosby was back up 
to planting 600 acres. Jeremy helped, 
went to college and came back and 
helped full time, both farming and at the 
store. Last year Jeremy got the forestry 
job, but still helps almost every day. 
The Crosby’s daughter, Ashlyn, and her 
husband, Alton Smith, live in Varnville 
and have two sons. Alton also farms and 
works in forestry while Ashlyn is a nurse 
practioner in Hampton.
 Crosby has always stayed with 
traditional row crops — corn, soybeans 
and oats — because other crops like 
cotton require expensive specialized 
equipment. A couple of years ago, he 
bought some cows and cut down his 
farming operation to about 300 acres. 

Mike Crosby

Mike and Myra Crosby with son Jeremy at Ruffin Farm Supply.
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“Cows are like everything else; they have good points and bad 
points. The prices of cows have been up and down, but if you’ve 
got some calves, you can hold back and not sell them right 
away. Right now, you could probably make a little bit of money. 
But you really have to sharpen your pencil and not throw away 
money — you’ve got to be careful what you’re spending,” Crosby 
said.
 Another plus is cows aren’t as dependent on the weather as 
row crops. “Twenty-five years ago, didn’t seem like the weather 
is like it is now. You’d get these spring showers, a half inch of 
rain a couple of times a week. Everything was good. Now, we 
don’t get anything at all, or if it does rain, we get five inches that 
just about drowns everything. Then it won’t rain at all for two 
months and everything burns up. The weather is just screwed 
up.”
 But in spite of the ups and downs, Crosby will always farm. 
“I probably won’t ever retire. I’ve got to have something to do.” 
Then he laughed, “If I were to fully retire, I’d have a list five pages 
long. Myra’d be wanting me to do stuff. I can do like half a page, 
but then I’ve got to do something else.”
 He does admit he’d love to have someone who could come 
in and help run the store so he and Myra could take time off to 
go camping or to the mountains and visit antique shops. But so 
far, they’ve not been successful in finding someone willing to put 
in the long hours and hard work required. Myra keeps the store 
open Mondays and Wednesdays-Fridays from 7:30 a.m.-5:30 
p.m. and Tuesdays and Saturdays from 7:30 a.m.-1 p.m. with 
Mike and Jeremy pitching in as much as they can. But the store 
still makes for a long week.
 But whenever he can escape, Mike will always be be riding 
a tractor. “You get out in the spring and when you’re cutting up 
a field, you smell that dirt. That’s about the best smell — fresh 
dirt that’s just been cut. Or when you look and the soybeans are 
coming up. Or the corn is coming up. That’s something to see. 

Yep, it’s definitely in the blood.”
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I am not a gardener. 
I am agriculturally challenged.
It’s true, I kill almost everything I plant.
 After being raised in cities all my life, I have tried multiple 
times to become a backyard farmer, but my squash never 
produced, my watermelon was the size of a softball, and my 
giant beefsteak tomatoes produced golf ball-sized red things.
 No, I am not a farmer. But I love to see food grow and greatly 
admire those who produce 
the food that comes to my 
table because I also love 
to eat.
 So, since I am missing 
my green thumb, when I 
heard about aquaponic 
gardening I scoffed. I can’t 
even grow anything in dirt, 
so growing food in water 
is just … well, weird and 
almost unbelievable.
 But I wanted to see 
this amazing concept for 
myself, so I contacted 
Cat Nelson of S.T.E.A.M. 
Works Farm in Cottageville 
who immediately and 
graciously invited me to 
see her system.
 Arriving at the farm — 
which sits directly behind 

the Methodist Church in “downtown” Cottageville — I immediately 
noticed an old Victorian-styled house that is being renovated. 
The old bones of the home are still beautiful, the huge front 
porch welcoming.
 Meeting Cat Nelson, the owner, is a treat. Outgoing, 
extremely intelligent and devoted to her farm, this Native 
American woman cordially invited me to sit among the dozens 
of thriving plants dotting her front porch. Relaxing in a rocker 
under the cover of majestic trees with a gentle breeze ruffling 
the water in the rain barrel, we chatted about her farm.
 Cat’s husband had wanted to farm, but he passed away 
before that could happen. Though she was highly involved in 
being a science teacher and assisting several ministries such 

as the local Elder Basket 
Program and the Native 
American’s Keepers of 
the Word, she never lost 
her dream of serving 
the community through 
farming. She wanted to 
create a sustainable, yet 
profitable, operation where 
she could not only sell her 
produce, but also donate to 
her community.
 After researching 
and taking a course, she 
grew highly interested 
in aquaponic farming, a 
technique that goes back to 
the Aztec Indians in 1,000 
A.D. who raised plants on 
rafts on the surface of a 
lake. A Chinese woodcut 

Gardening…with fish

Cat Nelson stands outside her greenhouse in Cottageville.
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from the 13th century also shows aquaponic agriculture.
 Cat decided to try her hand at this type of farming, but 
needed help. She met Mark Vrbas, an engineer, and the two 
slowly perfected their system. They purchased an old barn-like 
building and turned it into a greenhouse. Through trial and error, 
they eventually arrived at success, but Cat says they still have a 
ways to go.
 “We have had a lot of ups and downs in trying to perfect the 
system,” said Cat. “When something works, we keep it going; if it 
doesn’t work, we try to figure out why and we rework it. We have 
discovered that some plants do not like aquaponics, while other 
thrive. It just takes time,” she said.
 Mark, a humorous and laid-back giant with a gentle smile, 
agreed with Cat.
 “We built a second greenhouse for those plants that don’t 
like our system. We didn’t just want to get rid of them because 
they didn’t fall into our plan,” laughed Mark.
 Most of the aquaponic design can be attributed to Mark, 
who insisted that I see this system at work.
 After feeding his “girls,” a flock of egg laying hens that 
congregated on the porch at mealtime waiting on Mark’s vittles, 
he gave me a tour of the greenhouse.
 I’m really not sure what I was expecting, but at first entry, 
it looked like chaos. It’s not designed for beauty; it’s designed 
for efficiency. Plants were everywhere, even tomato plants that 
reached nine feet to the ceiling.
 Once inside, Cat pointed out two large containers filled with 
water. I looked in and saw fish leisurely swimming around. 
 “Tilapia,” said Cat, and then warned me to back up. It was 
fish feeding time. When the fish food hit the tank, fish jumped 
and splashed, sending water everywhere. It was a great show, 
but I was really glad I had backed up. Mark netted a fish and 
I was shocked to see that it was about 10 inches long. That’s 
good “eatin’” fish. And, of course, I had to ask if they ate the 
tilapia.
 “Every now and then,” said Cat, “but we don’t want to eat all 
of our production line.”
The two farmers began to explain how the system works.
 They feed the fish. The fish digest the food and expel it into 
the tank. That’s the icky part. Pumps remove the “dirty” water 
that is sent to the other end of the greenhouse. It comes out 
from drain pipes to huge basins that run thigh-high down both 
sides of the building. On top of those basins sit boards floating 
on Styrofoam-like pallets. Holes have been cut into the boards 
and there sit plants with their roots dangling in the water. The 
fish excrement fertilizes the plants.
 The water leaves there and goes to a large basin in the 
middle of the greenhouse. It contains construction-grade gravel 
and marble-sized clay balls. Watercress, with roots weighed 
down by gauze pads to keep them from floating away, sit 
throughout the basin, enjoying what’s left of the fertilizer and 
slowly moving water.
 The water is almost completely cleaned by the plants, 
gravel and clay and is eventually filtered back into the fish tanks. 
Fresh rainwater is added periodically to give the fish and plants 
an extra boost. No pesticides or insecticides are used. Few 
annoying little critters can get into the screened greenhouse, 
and the few that can are easily spotted and manually picked off.
It is amazing.
 But the best part was yet to come. Cat walked through the 
greenhouse picking off herbs, tomatoes and plants and allowing 
me to sample everything. The herbs were absolutely delightful. 
The tomatoes? The tastiest I have ever eaten.
 It was a thrill to reach into the gravel basin, pinch off a piece 
of watercress and pop it in my mouth. Nothing is fresher than 
that.
After 30 minutes in the 100-degree greenhouse, I had to leave. 
I asked Mark what they do if the weather turns cold (I confess, 
I was worried about the fish.) He said he brings in a portable 
propane heater and all is well. That means that the food 

production can continue year-round. No worries about seasons, 
bad weather, storms or frost.
 I could have spent the entire day there just looking at (and 
sampling) everything. But before I left, Mark handed me a bunch 
of garlic chives. They were so flavorful and a wonderful reminder 
of a wonderful day. I felt like I was leaving friends and serenity.
 S.T.E.A.M. Works Farm is extraordinary. They sell their 
produce at the farm, the Colleton County Farmers Market, and 
in Charleston. They also make sure that hungry people who 
need food and can’t afford it are served.
 S.T.E.A.M. Works, which stands for science, technology, 
engineering, agriculture and math, is worth a visit, and certainly 
their produce is worth a taste. Check them out on Facebook. 
Experience something unique and exceptional.

Inside the greenhouse, a variety of crops and herbs flourish in the water 
instead of soil.
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 It’s always sad when winter comes and the flowers all die. 
Gardens look sad and brown.
 Everyone misses the bright happy faces of flowers and 
plants.
Wouldn’t it be nice if we could have all of those colorful flowers 
all year round?
 Paige Crawford-Huggins learned about a special way to 
enjoy outdoor flowers all year round. She learned about rock 
flower gardens from her grandmother, Carol Haun of Walterboro.
So, Paige decided to make one for her mom to put in her 
backyard garden.
 “My mom’s favorite color is red, so I decided to paint my 
flower petals red,” said Paige. She continued to work on her 
flowers by painting rocks and letting them dry for several days. 
She plans on making more rock flowers for her garden.

You, too, can make rock flower gardens!
How?
Easy!

1. Find some large rocks. 
2. Carefully wash them and let them dry.
3. Using colorful exterior or acrylic paint, paint each rock, 
allowing them to dry, and painting them with several coats.
4. When rocks are dry, spray with a protective sealant.
5. Arrange your rocks in the shape of flower petals in your 
garden.
6. Enjoy!

Rock Flower Garden

Paige Crawford-Huggins demonstrates how to paint rocks for her rock 
garden.


