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Options forMainehome school families
By ABigAil Curtis
BDN Staff

BELFAST — Babette Cohen-
Solal, 15, may seem young to be a
teacher.

But don’t tell that to the teen-
agers who followed her lead as
she sang and signed energetically
to the song “Yellow Submarine”
during an American Sign Lan-
guage class held at the First Bap-
tist Church in Belfast.

It was clear from the other
teens’ focus and enthusiasm for
the task at hand that Babette,
who recently moved to Swanville
from New York with her family,
is a good teacher. She’s also a
home-schooled student, just as
they are. The busy social scene at
the church is a far cry from the
idea that home-schooled students
toil alone at their kitchen tables
with only a harried parent and a
pile of books for company.

Parents who belong to the Bel-
fast-based Waldo County home-
school cooperative group rent
space in the church a couple of
days per week and take turns
teaching classes to their chil-

dren. On Thursday, in addition
to the sign language class, older
students worked on such diverse
subjects as screenwriting, sewing
and sex education.

Jasmine Fowler of Morrill is a
mother of three home-schooled
children, ages 12, 10 and 5, and
has been part of the organization
since it began five years ago.
Back then, there were only three
home schooling families that got
together to share ideas and a “lit-
tle bit of structured learning.”
Now the group includes many
families and about 70 children —
it was part of what drew Ba-
bette’s family to Maine this fall.

“I’m just so grateful that this
community exists in this area,”
Fowler said. “I don’t think I’d
feel so supported in the idea of
taking on home schooling with-
out it.”

In Maine, where 5,025 students
were registered as home-schoolers
in the 2013-14 academic year, ac-
cording to the Department of Edu-
cation, many say interest in and
resources for home schooling are
on the rise. While the numbers of
home-schooled students are

dwarfed by the numbers of stu-
dents enrolled in public schools in
Maine — about 185,767 in the 2012-
13 school year, according to the
department — public school en-
rollment has been on the decline
since the 1970s because of a de-
creasing birthrate.

But home schooling has grown
nationally by 2 to 8 percent per
year for the past few years, ac-
cording to the National Home Ed-
ucation Research Institute. That
growth means there is a continu-
ing need for help and resources,
according to Kathy Green of
Homeschoolers of Maine, a state-
wide organization that aims to
support all Maine home-schoolers.
She and her husband, Ed Green,
founded the organization in 1990
as a nonprofit ministry after they
began home schooling their four
daughters starting in the early
1980s.

“There weren’t any other home-
schoolers we knew. We were on
our own,” Green said. “It’s hard
to be isolated these days, but in
the early ’80s, you were really
alone.”
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Enoch Laskey (left), 12, comments on a story read by Debby Bell-
Smith, owner and teacher at the Wassookeag Learning Community in
Orono, on Friday. Children between the ages of 6 and 13 participate in
many activities together and share classrooms. The Wassookeag
Learning Community is one option for parents who would like their
children to go through a different learning experience than what’s of-
fered by the public school system.

Farmmakes
coveted
apple cider
vinegar
By ABigAil Curtis
BDN Staff

LINCOLNVILLE — Every gold-
en drop of Sewall’s Cider Vinegar
needs at least three years of bar-
rel fermentation to develop its
tangy, complex flavor.

But you could also say that the
organic apple cider vinegar,
sought by chefs around the state,
really requires nearly 40 years of
work and planning. Bob Sewall,
who planted the six-acre orchard
in 1980, began to get the soil ready
for a few years before that.

Now, the 525 full-grown trees
planted in mineral-rich glacial till
on Levenseller Mountain usually
produce more than 2,000 bushels
of apples every autumn. Sewall
and his wife, Mia Mantello, press
a lot of those apples into sweet,
rich cider. And they turn a lot of
that cider into vinegar.

“The beauty of vinegar is that
it has that yin and yang, that
sweet and sour, that balances all
foods,” said Sewall, a vigorous
65-year-old who swears by drink-
ing two tablespoons of vinegar di-
luted in a glass of water every
morning.

He’s not the only one who be-
lieves in Sewall’s Cider Vinegar.
Frank Giglio of Three Lily Farm
in Thorndike said that he uses the
locally made vinegar all the time
in his catering and culinary edu-
cation business. As he’s endeav-
ored to cut back on non-local
foods such as citrus in his cook-
ing, Sewall’s Cider Vinegar has
picked up the slack.

“Sewall’s is pretty much my
go-to when I need an acid,” he
said. “The flavor is great, and it’s
coming from certified organic ap-
ples.”

Some other producers of apple
cider vinegar might use apple
peels, potatoes and water to make
a less complex, less healthful vin-
egar, he said. But not at the
Sewall Orchard. There, the so-
called “mother of vinegar” — a
naturally occurring byproduct of
vinegar bacteria — is added to
just-turned cider. Then the mix-
ture is put into aerated barrels
while the fermentation occurs.

“It seems to balance out really
nicely after about three years,”
Sewall said. “The older it gets, the
richer the flavor.”

He said that his unpasteurized
vinegar has health benefits as

Thelastharvest

By KAthleen PierCe
BDN Staff

It’s a few weeks before
Thanksgiving, and Bob
Neal of New Sharon is sold
out of fresh, pastured birds
at The Turkey Farm. In-
side his humble farm
store, the phone rings

every 10 minutes. He breaks
the news to customers: “No
more turkeys this year.”

Outside in fenced-in pens,
hundreds of gleaming white
birds gobble and gabble up a
storm.

For 30 years Neal has raised,
harvested and sold natural tur-
keys to customers at farmers
markets, stores and cafes
across Maine.

At top volume he pastured as
many as 4,400 birds. The Mis-
sourian with a quick wit has
seen it all.

But a heart attack six years
ago and a bout with arthritis
slowed him down. His sons,
“both smarter than I am,” are
not interested in taking over
the farm. So, on the day after
Thanksgiving the farmer

hands off the farm to new own-
ers.

As he prepares to retire,
Neal shares what he has
learned as a turkey cowboy.

You left a career in jour-
nalism to move to Maine
and raise poultry. What is
your favorite thing about

being a turkey farmer?
It’s like the newspaper busi-

ness in that no two days are
alike. At the end of every day
you can hold in your hands
what you did that day. The
next day there is the paper
right on the porch and you can
say, ‘Oh, I made some of this
last night.’

What will you miss about
raising turkeys?

They have a certain charm.
That’s an odd word to use for
something as numb as a tur-
key. But they are wicked curi-
ous. They follow you around.
They seem to like you. They
are really good to eat. One of
the biggest things I like about
them is you don’t have to milk
them twice a day.

Are they a lot of work?
As the bird gets bigger my

commitment to them goes
down. When I get them they re-
quire constant care the first
three weeks. We feed and water
them three times a day.

They are just a couple hun-
dred years away from being
wild, so as they build up their
immune systems they can take
care of themselves.

Sounds like you’ve en-
joyed a diverse life. How did
you end up in New Sharon
on 60 acres?

In 1980, at the end of the
back-to-the-land movement, we

Maine turkey farmer retiring after 30Thanksgivings
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Bob Neal, 75, helps herd birds on his turkey farm in New Sharon recently. The former newspaperman is selling the oper-
ation after 30 years of farming.
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A truck streaks by The Turkey Farm in New Sharon recently.
Owner Bob Neal, 75, is selling his farm after raising birds for 30
years.
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