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LESTER FARM & MARKET

Sam Lester grew up in eastern Long Island and leased 
the last largest privately owned parcel in Amagansett 
to grow vegetables. So when he decided to move 

to Vermont in 2005, he literally pulled up his roots. Now 
he and his wife, Maura, run a 28 acres vegetable farm 
and farmstand in New Haven. Maura followed a more 
academic route but both have made a success of their 
endeavor, to take a run-down, defunct dairy farm, farm-
house, barn, and chicken coop and turn them into a 
showcase of buildings and of fertile farming.

 Sam’s grandfather, father, and uncle owned and leased 
300 acres of combined parcels on eastern Long Island that 
they put to potatoes. In 1966 they lost their government 
contract to provide potatoes for the army and there was 
no money in wholesale potatoes. Sam became a build-
ing contractor like his father and raised vegetables on the 
side – pumpkins, tomatoes, sunflowers, cabbages, and 
cauliflower along with a corn maze on Long Island’s sandy, 
fertile soil.
 Unlike her husband, Maura grew up in New Jersey and 

Mapping out the harvest with Sam and Maura Lester by Laura Cahners Ford

The renovated chicken coop that was Sam and Maura Lester's home for five years. Flowers next to the farm market. A covered wagon filled with vegetables 
and produce for sale is highly visible from Route 7. White peaches and plums for sale. 
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Crops beside the market. Eighteen acres are devoted to a variety of vegetables – many of 
them unique. Sam and Maura Lester with their Nova Scotia Tolling Retriever named Tucker.

after college at Fordham she worked for a 
publishing company in New York City. She went 
on to get a degree in architecture from Pratt 
Institute and worked as a freelance architec-
tural designer on eastern Long Island. She met 

Sam while working on a residential renovation and they married in 
2004. The taxes, cost of living, and lifestyle got to them so they started 
looking for a small farm in Maine or New Hampshire. Then they visited 
Maura’s brother in Salisbury, VT for Thanksgiving and broadened their 
search to the Green Mountain State. Maura’s brother, Jack, located 
the land they are on now. 
 Their farm totals 28 acres, 18 acres of which are in cultivation, and 
includes a 1787 farmhouse (the core of which they’ve been told was 
built by Ira Allen), a chicken coop turned into a cottage, a newly built 
barn for farm machinery, a workshop, and the hay barn which now 
houses the farmstand on one end and a walk in cooler, office, and 
storage for supplies on the other end.
 Although they purchased the land and buildings in 2005, they spent 
the next five years commuting from Long Island to Vermont to work 
on them. They gutted the farmhouse and needed a place to stay so 
instead of opting for the RV temporary home route they converted 
the chicken coop into a cottage. And like all the buildings they have 
refurbished, it displays Sam’s carpentry skills and Maura’s design sense. 
 The cottage was designed to look like a sugarhouse and has a cu-
pola/clerestory peaked roof with electrically controlled windows. “The 
breezes that get in that little house in the summer are amazing,” says 
Sam. There is an attractive wood divider between the living area and 
bedroom. They also raised the building and put in a full foundation 
that now serves as a root cellar.
 The dairy barn on the west side of the property burned down years 
before the Lesters purchased the property, so they were left to work 
with the former hay barn on Route 7. They had to raise it up “four feet 
out of its hole” and it stayed there for two years while the new founda-
tion was poured. 
 “What is now the store roof was held on by chains from the rafters to 
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the top plate!” Sam quips. 
 The windows and doors were all recycled from jobs Sam 
had worked on in East Hampton, as were those of the cot-
tage. “We reframed it to our liking so it worked with these 
windows and doors and resided it with clapboards so all 
the buildings matched,” he says.
 The farmhouse was a true labor of love and it shows. As 
Maura says, it was in desperate need of a new foundation 
as “there were frogs in the basement with streams going 
through it.” So they ripped off the addition, which had 
been the kitchen and garage and was also in dire shape, 
jacked up the house and poured a proper foundation 
using the same footprint. They kept the exterior shell, which 
dates from the 1700s, and rebuilt the original staircase. But 
everything else is new, even the wide pine flooring which 
comes from a sawmill in the Northeast Kingdom. 

 Sam manages and works the farm – ordering seeds, cul-
tivating, planting, weeding, and harvesting while Maura 
does the bookkeeping and record keeping. Pumpkins (35 
to 40 varieties) and tomatoes (27 varieties) are their best 
selling crops. Eighteen acres are devoted to a variety of 
vegetables – many of them unique. During the vegetable 
season they employ 2 to 3 people to help run the store 
stand and four people to help with the vegetables.
 In the winter months Sam luxuriates in perusing his seed 
catalogs for the most unusual varieties he can find, “some-
thing you can’t buy elsewhere.” During the harvest, they 
offer a unique array of black, blue, and white pumpkins 
some which have blue, black or even pink stripes. They 
also sell squash neck pumpkins that look like giant butter-
nut squash as well as several varieties of eggplant, summer 
squash, zucchini, and pepper. 

The farmhouse has gone through extensive renovations starting with a new foundation. Lester Farm and Market Sign open for business beginning in mid-June 
through late October. 

Anne Tisbert makes a purchase at the market. A John Deere tractor acts as a colorful farming symbol to attract customers. 



Ian Hartman Outreach & Partnerships Coordinator for The Vermont Farm & Forest Viability Program, 
Sam, and Vermont Farm Bureau Young Farmer Chair AnnaJo Smith. The Lesters hosted a Young 
Farmer meet and greet in July. Sam told the group, "What you see now is what our vision was." 

 Every vegetable is mapped, flagged, and labeled. Last season Maura pur-
chased new software which enables anyone working the fields to log in on a 
phone app as they pick. They can identify the exact crop location, the quan-
tity and variety of the crop before it goes to the pack house to get weighed 
and washed. 
 “If I’m picking sweet corn, as I pick it, I log it in standing right in the field,” 
Sam says. “I do this 3 or 4 times a day in the height of corn season. It’s the 
same with melons – as I pick the cantaloupes, I count them and enter them. It 
gives us traceability for everything we do this way.” 
 Along with the numerous vegetables and the 5.2 acres pumpkin patch, 
the Lesters also have a 3-acre corn maze which opens the second week in 
September and stays open until Halloween. “One afternoon we had the Mt. 
Abe girls hockey team and the Middlebury girls hockey team the same day. 

The two teams plus everyone else that 
showed up that day totaled about 200 
kids in one afternoon. It was crazy!” 
They also offer tractor pulled wagon 
rides and farm tours throughout the 
season to school groups and elderly 
services in Middlebury. 
 Besides the farmstand in the barn the 
Lesters market their vegetables to area 
stores, through wholesale accounts at 
restaurants, to Addison County schools 
and to other area farmstands. And 
although they are not certified organic, 
“We grow organically. We do every-
thing the organic people need to do 
with the exception of the certification 
and the paperwork. There is too much 
red tape to go organic and it raises the 
prices. Our idea is to sell affordable, 
healthy, and certified naturally grown 
produce of our own along with other 
local area products such as honey, ber-
ries, and apples.” Maura explained.    
 The Lesters work with the Natural 
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Their biggest selling crops are pumpkins and tomatoes. 
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The farm grows several acres of sunflowers to at-
tract honey bees to help with pumpkin produc-
tion. The Lester Farm & Market delivery truck. 
Sam and Tucker in the farmhouse sunroom. He 
finds the farming life very rewarding, despite the 
hard work. 
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Resources Conservation Service (a subsidy of the USDA) to learn about pollinators 
and other beneficial insects suitable for their land. So along with the vegetables 
and corn maze there are also strips of pollinator gardens or pollinator habitats. 
These are planted with lupine, strawflowers, Queen Anne’s lace, wild geraniums, 
and other wild flowers. They attract not just honeybees but all bee and wasp 
pollinators. Pollinator gardens totaling three and a half acres are found in a band 
across the south end and western boundary of the Route 7 field, as well as in an 
area across the street in the lower field not designated for vegetables. “We also 
grow several acres of sunflowers to attract honeybees to help with pumpkin pro-
duction and do some trap cropping to attract harmful insects away from veg-
etables.” Sam explained. 
 During the off-season the Lesters keep busy with outside pursuits. Sam has a 
woodworking project each winter. He has built their dining room table from red 
elm burl wood and a cherry entry bench with a backboard for coats. He is also a 
self-proclaimed ‘car nut’ and has restored a 1930 Model A pickup which he drives 
around the farm, a 1968 Plymouth GTX, and a 1946 International pickup which 
belonged to his grandfather. Maura dabbles in genealogy and is an avid reader 
and crafter who has numerous sewing, knitting, or crocheting projects going.
 Despite the hard work, the Lesters find their life rewarding. Sam says, “We find it 
really gratifying to do this and to have turned this place into what it is. It’s miracu-
lous to me to see seeds turn into pumpkins and other vegetables. We have met 
some really nice customers along the way, too.”
 The Lesters have been members of the Vermont Farm Bureau for about four 
years. “We appreciate this organization which helps farmers and we enjoy read-
ing [Vermont] Fences magazine.” ■


