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An Unexpected Journey: A German’s Tale
By Joe Tracy-Prieboy, Caretaker

On April 1, 2013, Benjamin Breuer set out from his hometown of Schalkenbach, Germany and 
came to the United States to hike the Appalachian Trail. He decided to embark upon this adventure 
to take a break from his life so that he could step back and reflect spiritually. He was tired of living a 
conventional lifestyle, and thought that this long journey might give him the chance to think about 
other possible lifestyles. What he did not know was that an answer would be provided to him in the 
form of Bethlehem Farm.  

On the trail, Ben met Curtis, from Alderson, WV and 
started hiking with him. As it turned out, both sustained 
injuries around the same time. Curtis invited Ben to 
come to his home in Alderson to rest and heal for a 
week. They tried to hike again, but Ben’s injury still 
bothered him, and Curtis decided he wanted to return 
home. This led them back to Alderson.

Upon their return to Alderson at the end of May, 
Curtis came to Bethlehem Farm for the first time for a 
Community Night, and brought Ben with him. From that 
point on, Ben was hooked on the Farm. He was struck by 
the sense of openness and hospitality that he felt from 
the caretakers, volunteers, and community members. He 

was very touched that they were genuinely interested in his life and 
his story, and he was intrigued by the simplicity and sustainability of 
the Farm’s lifestyle.      

Ben soon asked the Farm community if he could come and serve as a Summer Servant until the end of 
September. He very quickly became a wonderful addition to our community. He is an incredibly hard worker, 
has a lively and engaging personality, and has a wonderful sense of humor. With the vast amount of work 
needed to complete the caretaker residence and to continue to run the rest of our program, his help has 
been a true blessing to our community. 

During his time here, Ben has said that he has been amazed at how an answer to his search for a different 
lifestyle was presented to him in the Farm. Like most of us, he is still searching for answers as to what he 

believes about God, fate, a higher power, etc. He is not sure how to name it, but he strongly believes 
that something beyond himself brought him to the Farm.

SAVE THE DATE!
December 14, 2013

Join us for our annual 
Chicago Benefit

Mass at 5:30 p.m.  
Festivities 7-10 p.m. 

For more information, visit: 
bethlehemfarm.net/donations/

winter-benefit

Can you donate a 
handcrafted item 

or unique experience? 
Contact Moira at 

transform@bethlehemfarm.net

NaNa Na Na, Hey Hey Hey Goodbye!
By Moira Reilly, Caretaker

The Farm said a bittersweet farewell this July 31 to caretaker Mariana Lo, who left two 
years (to the day!) after her arrival. I remember in August 2011, when Mariana and I were 
both new to the Farm and we held down the fields with Laura and a few summer servants 

while everyone else was on vacation. After a hot day in the garden, we’d come in for a 
delicious dinner prepared by NaNa (Miriam called her that, and the nickname stuck!). NaNa 

then tried her hand at canning, and we had some fantastic grape jam that summer.
Fast forward two years...Mariana headed to New Haven, CT to begin a Master of Environmental 

Management program at the Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies. We are grateful 
for NaNa’s time with us, filling the house with Vienna Teng’s beautiful tunes on the piano before 
dinner, installing many a metal roof, constantly blowing our minds with little-known facts, keeping 
everything running smoothly as office manager, and connecting us with new sustainable initiatives 
like TerraCycle to further our mission. She also brought in many dolla-dolla bills for the caretaker 
residence through grant writing and our annual benefit. We are honored that Mariana has walked 
with us these past two years and wish her many blessings as she journeys forth!



I never really thought about my water usage before 
coming to Bethlehem Farm, but I now appreciate all our 
efforts to conserve water. Taking bucket showers, “letting it 
mellow” or better yet, using the sawdust composting toilet, 
and only halfway filling the sinks for washing dishes are all 
great ways to save water. I love that we collect rain water 
to flush our toilets, quench the thirst of our chickens and 
donkeys, and water the plants in our high tunnel. During 
the derecho last summer, when we were without power for 
11 days, I was deeply thankful for the water stored in our 
5,000-gallon rainwater cistern, 2,000-gallon drinking water 
tank, and rain barrels.  

If you’re like most Americans, your access to clean, 
potable water is probably a simple matter of turning on the 
tap – water is at your fingertips for bathing, cooking food, 
and washing clothes. Everyone around the world is not 
so lucky. Globally, water-borne illnesses are the number 
one killer of children under the age of five. More people 
die from unsafe water than from all forms of violence 
combined, even war (voanews.com). Out of the 292 major 
rivers in the world, only 21 now reach their natural end. 
The rest are blocked by 50,000+ dams that choke the 
life-giving flow of sediment and nutrients downstream, 
ultimately diminishing both water quality and ecosystem 
health (internationalrivers.org). Both replenishable and 
non-replenishable fossil aquifers are being over-pumped at 
increasing rates. The worst offenders? The United States, 
India, and China (eoearth.org).  

“Wait, wait, wait,” you are thinking, “I learned in 
elementary school that water can’t be depleted; there will 
always be the same total amount circulating between the 
earth and the atmosphere.”  While this is technically true,  
increasing amounts of fresh water are being lost through 
pollution from agribusiness, industry, sewage, fracking 

and mining. Without verdant land to absorb and retain 
rainwater, more and more of the water on Earth becomes 
undrinkable. Instead of seeping back into the topsoil and 
replenishing aquifers, rainwater that lands on pavement 
or packed soil flows into rivers and ultimately the ocean. 
Salt water is anything but hydrating, and even the most 
energy-efficient method of desalination (reverse osmosis) 
requires 14 KWatts – about half the average US household’s 
daily energy consumption – to desalinate 1,000 gallons 
(livescience.com).

So, what can you do?   
1. Create resilient green spaces that can absorb rain water, 
like gardens, ground cover, and green roofs. Replace a 
thirsty lawn with an organic vegetable or herb garden, or 
low-maintenance perennial ground cover like wildflowers, 
clover, strawberries, or thyme. Mulch them to keep 
moisture in the soil. Set up a compost pile to compost your 
food scraps instead of using your sink’s garbage disposal.   
2. Set up rain barrels under your gutters; use the water for 
your pets or plants.   
3. Get a reusable water bottle and fill up from the tap. 
Bottling water from one location and shipping it to another 
for consumption not only uses a great deal of petroleum, 
it permanently removes that fresh water from its aquifer, 
contributing to desertification. Tap water is cheaper and is 
required to meet EPA standards, which are more stringent 
than the USDA’s regulations for bottled water.    
4. Fix leaky faucets, install a low-flow shower head, and put 
a weighted plastic bottle in your toilet’s tank to reduce the 
amount of water used by each flush.   
5. Do a little research. Find out where your water comes 
from. How far does it travel from source to tap?  Research 
your favorite foods and how thirsty they are. (It takes 2,847 
gallons of water to produce one pound of chocolate!)  
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This article was made possible by a grant 
from the Our Sunday Visitor Institute

Quenching Our Thirst
 By Moira Reilly, Caretaker

I am Jay and I Speak For the Meats
By Jay Michonski, Summer Servant 

The poultry flock at Bethlehem Farm changed last summer when the three year old Golden 
Buff hens’ egg production dropped off and the decision was made to add them to the soup pot. 
I spent the day butchering, scalding and plucking with Caretakers and Don Blake, a friend of the 
Farm, who brought his plucking machine (six birds fully de-feathered in under a minute!). At the 
time, I was a full blown omnivore. As I write this, I am a can of chicken broth, a ladle of gravy 
and three sticks of butter away from being completely vegan. Don’t get me wrong, I think meat 
is delicious. No, I wasn’t grossed out of the idea of eating it by participating in the circle of life. 

My five weeks at the farm this past summer changed me a lot, but the most radical change by 
far has been my diet. My opinion and the general consensus say that farm food is wonderfully 
delicious and nutritious. After a summer of being spoiled by access to fresh, organic produce, 
I had to figure out how to eat again in college. Faced with the challenge of eating ethically, I 
chose to commit. (Continued on page 3)
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Getting Work Done 2013
By Matt Hubbard, Caretaker

What happens to work when you have ten Caretakers and 
twenty-five Summer Servants? It gets done.

In March, we converged in Hinton, WV to kick of the group 
season. Volunteers worked with Mariana and Moira at Roy and 
Ruth’s house constructing lower ceilings in their kitchen and 
living room to reduce their heating bills.

Ramona, a Loaves & Fishes volunteer, thought to call the Farm 
after her second floor was destroyed by an electrical fire, her 
kitchen was flooded by broken pipes and the rest of the house 
was ransacked by a squatter. Matt and Laura led volunteers in 
removing ash, debris and crumbling walls from Ramona’s house.  
As soon as everything had been taken out, they installed new 
ceilings, floors and walls.

A few blocks away Katherine and Eric built a wheelchair ramp 
at the Child Advocacy Center. Since that time the CAC counselor, 
Patti, and her husband have attended several Community Night 
dinners at the Farm.

The month of April found our “Roofessional” Mariana, and her 
sidekick, Katherine, back on a roof with a group of eager high 
school volunteers. Ruth was the recipient of a shiny blue metal 
roof, which replaced her leaky shingles.

Meanwhile, Moira and Matt led crews in installing vinyl siding 
on Bonnie and Pam’s trailer. Bonnie embodied the “we work with 
homeowners” part of the Bethlehem Farm vision as she joined 
volunteers in work, while Pam never let a coffee mug go dry.

That same month Bridget and volunteers prepared the Loaves 
& Fishes gardens in the yard of Farm friend Sandy. The healthy, 
natural produce grown in these gardens is shared directly with 
our brothers and sisters in the Hinton area through the Loaves & 
Fishes food pantry.

While Ruth’s roofing project stretched into the May college 
weeks, Laura, Matt, six Summer Servants and dozens of 
volunteers undertook another immense, five-week project 
insulating and siding our local parish, St. Mary of the Greenbrier 
Catholic Church.

After finishing at Ruth’s house in June, volunteers joined Joe 
and Mariana at Susan and Rick’s house, where once more a 
leaky roof was no match for Bethlehem Farm. On a rainy day of 
that project, Joe and Mariana took volunteers to Fred’s house to 
install vinyl soffit, eliminating his need to paint the soffit every 
few years.

As St. Mary’s and Susan and Rick’s houses were being 
weatherized, Katherine and Moira repaired the porch and 
repainted the Hinton home of Elvis-Presley-impersonator Bruce. 
The paint was peeling from Bruce’s home and the porch was 
disintegrating. These issues prompted threats of fines from 
the City of Hinton. Bruce’s friends at the CAC directed him to 
Bethlehem Farm.

Loaves & Fishes site leaders, Bridget and Summer Servant 
Marc Slain took groups to the homes of Jimmy and Leota for 
exterior painting of their houses; and in the case of Leota’s 
house, porch repair.  

Summer Servants and returning chaperone Jim Conley (J-Con) 
led volunteers in working with Fred and Scarlett Kellerman at 
Wellspring of Greenbrier. The crews did some home repair and 
helped out with the many services that Wellspring offers.

During two days in May, Summer Servant Jessica Gardner took 
groups to help the National Park Service remove invasive plant 
species from Pipestem State Park.

Adult Week and Family Week volunteers finished two home 
repair sites in August. Katherine and Matt led crews in covering 
old shingles with brown metal at Greg’s house, which he 
requested after seeing the roof that Bethlehem Farm installed 
for his mother, Ruth. Joe and Laura’s crews demolished and 
rebuilt a dilapidated porch at Nancy and Everett’s home and 
started to add underpinning to the house to keep it warmer.

So there it is: ten Caretakers, twenty-five Summer Servants, 
and lots of volunteers (ranging upwards in age from four-years-
old), transforming lives and in the process, being transformed 
ourselves.

I am Jay...(Continued from page 2)

I couldn’t return to eating TV dinners and high fructose corn 
syrup, especially not after all I learned at the Farm. I decided the 
best way to start was to eat as locally as possible and organicly as 
possible. Then I started thinking about animal products and the 
reasons why I don’t want to eat factory farmed, industrial animal 
products (environmental impact, growth hormones/antibiotics, 
unethical raising and slaughtering of livestock, etc.) These are 
issues that I wouldn’t face as a consumer if I raised the animals 
myself. My decision to make these changes has been supported 
by my privileged access to food. There are several grocery stores 
with great organic selections within one mile of my house in 
Richmond, VA. During warmer months there are also at least 17 
farmer’s markets where I can buy local and organic produce. I 
wouldn’t have been able to make any of these dietary changes, 
no matter how great the desire, without the privilege of access 
to good food. My ultimate goal is to know where all my food 
comes from and how it travels to me, preferably by growing 
and raising it myself. Until then, I look forward to my trips to the 
Farm and the happy, healthy animals who live there.

Bonnie and Pam with a crew of Caretakers



Check us out online!
www.bethlehemfarm.net

Questions and comments regarding this publication 
and/or article submissions can be sent to the editors, 
Katherine and Matt, at caretakers@bethlehemfarm.net

Mission
Statement:

Bethlehem Farm is a 
Catholic community 
in Appalachia that 

transforms lives through 
service with the local 
community and the 

teaching of sustainable 
practices. 

We invite volunteers 
to join us in living the 
Gospel cornerstones 

of community, prayer, 
service and simplicity.

Caretaker 
Community:

Katherine Byers
Jenna Cucco

Bridget Dignan
Colleen Fitts

Eric Fitts
Matt Hubbard

Moira Reilly
Joe Tracy-Prieboy

Julie Tracy-Prieboy
Laura Zerhusen

By our friends at
PostNet in Lewisburg, WV.

Printed on 100% post-
consumer recycled paper
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Many Hands, One Home
By Eric Fitts, Director

It has been exciting to see work on the Caretaker 
Residence progress each day and to know how many 
hands have been involved in the process, from the 
design and funding to the work itself. Exterior siding 
has begun, interior framing is complete, plumbing and 
electric are roughed-in, and drywall is about to begin.

On the design front, we have been innovating 
renewable systems for the solar hot water (for home 
heating and domestic hot water) and rainwater 
collection. Pending funding, those systems will come 
online this fall. Thank you for your help thus far; please 
consider renewing your support for this critical project! 

Our desire to build sustainable design into this 
project has compelled craftspeople in our local area 
to learn about and garner skills in installing everything 
from solar hot water to rainwater containment. Such 
skills will be a value-add for our collaborators in their 
work going forward and will be an asset to our local 
community, as green-competent builders are developed.  
So, the “green” projects are not only a smart investment 
for the Farm (saving $100,000 in energy costs over their 
lifetime), but also an investment in the future viability of 
our local community. Please help us raise the $10,000 
needed to secure solar hot water and solar heating by 
sending a contribution today!

Welcome to Our
Kathryn Moran Silberman
Healthcare Account Manager in Clarksville, MD

Caitlin Morneau
AmeriCorps Program Assistant at Catholic Volunteer Network, Falls Church, VA

Rev. Andy Switzer
Associate Pastor at St. Margaret Mary’s since 2011, and 
chaplain of Parkersburg Catholic High School, WVNewest Board Members

Special Thanks To:
Our Sunday Visitor Institute

Bernard McDonough Foundation
1st and 10 Foundation

CommunityWorks in WV
The Estate of John & Ann Churley 

Scott and JoAnn Haner
Bob and Pauline Hanich

Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston
Helen Brach Foundation

Dominican Sisters of Springfield, IL
Plum Creek Foundation

Our Lady of Grace Church
(Noblesville, IN)

Xaverian Brothers High School
(Boston, MA)

Andrew and Carrie Archual
Robert Bensen Meyer, Jr. Foundation

Amaturo Family Foundation
Tom and Diane Murray

Tim Duffy
Andra and Charles Benson

John & Chris Marasi 
Kera and Scott McNelis

St. Catherine of Siena Church
(Ronceverte, WV)

Anonymous

Hiring Coordinator
Retreats and Spirituality
Catechetical Coordinator
Dog and Donkey Whisperer
Caretaker Residence Contact

...And Our Newest
Caretaker
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Board
Members:

Adam Fischer
Kate Kosydar
Allison Leigh

Scott McNelis
Caitlin Morneau

Katie Noonan
Frederick Pratt
Tom Ruggaber

Kathryn Silberman
Jana Strom

Rev. Andy Switzer
Jake Teitgen


