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[Begin Helen Dumba Interview] 

 

00:00:00 

Sara Wood:  All right, I just going to introduce you and then we’ll start, okay? So it’s July 30, 

2013, this is Sara Wood with the Southern Foodways Alliance. I’m sitting here in Newborn, 

Georgia with Helen Dumba from Crystal Organic Farm. We’re sitting here in her home. And Ms. 

Dumba I’m wondering if you could just say hello and introduce yourself? 

 

00:00:21 

Helen Dumba:  Hello, I’m Helen Dumba and I’m originally from Austria. I was born in Vienna 

and lived there until I moved to Belgium which was in 1962. I married a Belgium man in ’62 and 

had four children there and in 1979 we had the first idea of coming to America and in [1980] ’80 

we bought this land here. And our papers were ready in [1982] ’82, so we came here then. 

 

00:00:52 

SW:  And for the record Ms. Dumba could you tell me your date of birth? 

 

00:00:55 

HD:  I was born on August 12, 1936. 

 

00:01:00 

SW:  So how old were you when you moved from Vienna to Belgium? 

 

00:01:03 
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HD:  In [1962] ’62—twenty-three, twenty-four, something like this, yeah.  

 

00:01:14 

SW:  And what were your parents’ names? 

 

00:01:16 

HD:  My parents’ names, well my father’s name was Theodore and my mother’s name was 

Matilde Dumba. 

 

00:01:24 

SW:  Now were they farmers? 

 

00:01:26 

HD:  Oh no, no, no. My father was a—a jurist you say that and my mother was at home, but they 

passed away a very long time ago. We were children, my brothers and myself when they passed 

away. 

 

00:01:38 

SW:  And so how did you start farming? I heard you were farming in Belgium? 

 

00:01:45 

HD:  Well very early my—we had a very nice house on the lake in Austria, which was a little 

hotel, eventually. And there was a huge vegetable garden and my father made me always weed 

and I hated it. But it was okay because there was this little forest strawberries growing and they 
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were so good and I just did my full of that. And in Belgium, when I came to Belgium at first I 

did nothing because we lived in an apartment but then we—we bought a piece of land and built a 

house and that was actually—this land was an orchard and part of a bigger orchard. And there 

was a corner and I got sick, and Nicolas got sick. And it was very important for me to step into 

organic food. I had already started studying it before that for some reason, I don’t know. I came 

across a certain book called Der Kleine Doktor in German and it’s a—the English translation is a 

little bit of that. It’s called The Nature Doctor by Doctor [Andrew] Vogel from Switzerland.  

00:02:54 

 And I read the German book and it was like scales were falling off my eyes of my eyes at 

the time by all the mistakes we make and that was in the ‘60s [1960s] already. And I couldn’t 

believe how many mistakes I made and wasn’t surprised that I got sick and Nicolas—this one 

year of age was so sick. And so I started changing and I started researching it and it came always 

down to eating organic. So looking around I couldn’t find anything to eat organic. I mean I could 

find some dry foods, yes, in the local health food stores, but I couldn’t find anything fresh except 

my own food which was in the garden. And so we started a vegetable garden. 

00:03:44 

 And this vegetable garden nourished us for the whole year because I used two freezers 

and mainly freezing and I could calculate what we needed and this vegetable garden though in 

the winter it was quiet because it’s too cold there, I put some already then I understood I had to 

put something on it and I put usually rye on it. I didn’t really know about the—putting some 

bean—beans or peas for the nitrogen, but the rye already helped a lot. 

00:04:18 

 In all the years I lived there I have never applied any—any fertilizer to this piece of land 

and it was always growing beautifully. And I grew everything. I grew leeks and I grew our 
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potatoes, our beans, peas, tomatoes, I built a little greenhouse for them and had to nip out a lot of 

the runners because of the weather. We had only three stalks coming up, three—how do you call 

it—how do you call that—no pieces where there was tomatoes, three—one, two, three clusters of 

tomatoes. 

 

00:05:03 

SW:  Okay. 

 

00:05:03 

HD:  Yeah, which we—per plant. Here we have much more because of the heat. Over there it 

was really necessary to make it very simple because you wouldn’t have much fruit otherwise. So 

I—so I froze those and I made sauces and together with the fruits which we had which we froze 

too we were actually very complete in—in what we needed you know. Even in the winter we—

we grew endive. Endive as you might know is a—is growing here also in fall and winter but it—

over there it is much, much sweeter because it is much colder. And we—we had that and I put it 

in straw in the ground and when I needed one I picked one up. 

00:05:52 

 And so that helped us getting well, and Nicolas got well and I got well and because I was 

very sick but I wasn’t sick—sick. I had tumors and these tumors were not good, but I just wasn’t 

sick in the body, you know. I was strong and I was able to raise my four little children and—and 

realized when I read this book from Dr. Vogel that someone who has cancer is sick twenty years 

before basically without knowing it. And I could see that. I had a lot of backaches and didn’t 

understand why and nobody could help me. I had doctors and they couldn’t tell me. And as soon 

as I realized about these tumors and I did it with homeopathy—I found a homeopath and he 



Helen Dumba – Crystal Organic Farm         
 
 

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

6 

helped me too and so after four years these tumors disappeared. And I was well, and I stayed 

well because I’ve never left the organic lifestyle—never in—in the last—you know I was thirty-

five and now I’m seventy-seven so it’s a lot of years—constantly raised my children organic, it 

wasn’t always easy because of peer pressure of schools and so on. But I’m very happy that they 

still took it on and raise their children now that way as well. 

 

00:07:16 

SW:  So I want to—I have to go back and ask you a couple follow-up questions. The differences 

between farming or having a garden in Belgium and here in Georgia are there—can you talk 

about the similarities and differences? 

 

00:07:27 

HD:  Well we tried to—to apply a few of the things which we used in Belgium—to do in 

Belgium here,  that didn’t work out. We realized the climate difference is too big. For instance 

with the tomatoes, in the—the first year when we were here and we planted the tomatoes we had 

seeded them in the house here at the windows and planted them out, it was all just a little garden 

in the beginning. And we nipped them out and we realized they were all sunscalded. They had all 

sunscald—so we realized we couldn’t do that. So we let more of the runners come up and have 

them shaded. And that was better. And we also realized we could grow many more than over 

there. 

00:08:06 

 Much later in the season also, so that is a big difference between the climates you know. 

For instance we can grow salad all over the year over there and we can't do that here and Nicolas 

cannot grow any salads right now. He has tried and—and has—always tries a little bit especially 
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with newer varieties, like summer—summer crisp and things like that which are supposed to be 

good in the heat, but it’s not easy. And other things like the leeks, I have seen here—never 

become as solid and big like two inches in diameter like we had over there. They need a cooler 

climate. And the climate even in the winter is very warm here. So he makes delicious leeks but 

they are smaller.  

00:08:56 

 What else I realized? Well, peppers didn’t grow as well over there as they do here, the 

same as eggplant. On the other hand beans are much easier over there because they like 

somewhat cooler climates and so we had to adapt, yes, uh-hm. There’s a difference. There 

always a dramatic difference. There is a difference how you grow. We just have to learn it. 

 

00:09:23 

SW:  So when you were—when you started your garden over in Belgium was—was there—like 

being a woman was that—was that a rare thing for—for that—? 

 

00:09:33 

HD:  I really don’t know. I—first of all I was already considered weird because of my being 

from Europe, from Austria and having always worked and—and then I never told the people that 

I was sick over there, so my mother-in-law was quite critical about it—what I did. She—she 

thought that I—that I would demand too much of her son. I demanded nothing from him because 

I found myself a master gardener who helped me twice a week. He came for two or three hours 

and helped me to do what I needed to do and learned—helped me to learn. And my husband only 

had to cut the grass, which all the husbands have to do. [Laughs] So it wasn’t really anything—

anything. There was a culture of a lot of criticism at the time and luckily for me I wasn’t really 
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involved in it. I didn’t care. I really didn’t care. I didn’t care that the children were organically 

fed, and when they went over there they got sugar and they got chocolate and they just delved in 

it but they were also happy at home where they didn’t get it. 

 

00:10:49 

SW:  And what—could you—what was your husband’s name? 

 

00:10:52 

HD:  Jean Pierre [Donck]. 

 

00:10:54 

SW:  And your—so besides, so Nicolas— 

 

00:10:58 

HD:  He’s my first husband, the father of my children, yeah. 

 

00:11:00 

SW:  And then what are the names of your other three children? 

 

00:11:03 

HD:  Well Isabelle, Christine, Nicolas, Damien.  

 

00:11:09 

SW:  And all their last names are Donck? 
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00:11:12 

HD:  Yeah. 

 

00:11:12 

SW:  Okay.  

 

00:11:13 

 

HD:  The girls are married of course and they have their husbands’ names as well, yeah. 

 

00:11:19 

SW:  And why did you decide to move to the States? 

 

00:11:23 

HD:  [Sighs] Well after my husband I were divorced my second husband always was very 

skinny and always cold over there. And so and the economy in Belgium was very low at that 

time because Belgium is a very-divided country. The northern part is Flemish and speaks 

Flemish or Dutch and is very close to Dutch, and the southern part is French. And then there’s 

even in the east a little bit of German. So the language problem became really, really severe. The 

children would not get any instruction, the second language of the land before the fifth grade, so 

I gave them private classes in French because we lived in the—in the Flemish part. And what 

was so expensive was that each one had to have their own government and because they would 

not—though they knew the languages they wouldn’t speak it. So they had—so it cost a lot of 

taxes. 
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00:12:26 

 And I had a little store, a health food store, which I bought after I got well and I had it for 

four years and we—we had quite a good customer—customer base and since we lived in an 

apartment I had in my store also vegetables, organic vegetables which I got from the only 

organic organization in Belgium at the time. And every Wednesday I got a load of veggies in and 

people had pre-ordered them and myself and—and we could—do three or four days with that 

which was better than nothing. And yeah, and then since it became more difficult in the store, 

really in the beginning we had a lot of success and we always had success, only when the people 

come in it’s like here. You have all these nice things near the exit counter where you pay your 

bills and, oh you can have this and you can have that. People came in with their lists—exactly 

what they wanted and no extras and we felt it, it went down. And—and then destiny happens, the 

former owner of the store comes—who stayed our client comes in one day and says, “I have 

people who want to buy the store. Are you interested?” And I said, “yeah.” And my husband 

said—and my husband was already here learning English in the—as a second language on 

Georgia—in Atlanta, Georgia—what is it called? This—this school there in Georgia— 

 

00:14:04 

SW:  The college? 

 

00:14:05 

HD:  The big school in the center? 

 

00:14:07 

SW:  Is it Emory? 
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00:14:09 

HD:  No, one of the universities in the center here in Atlanta where he went for second—many 

languages—English as the second language was the program. And when I called him and said, 

“There’s someone, I don’t know the people yet, who want to buy this,” he said, “Sell, sell!” He 

said, “Let’s sell!” and so we sold it.  

00:14:30 

 And then I had saw it a little bit of—no, that was later, I’m sorry—first when we moved 

away from the house we had the garden into the city, another apartment, there again a guy come 

in the door and said, “I hear that you want to sell your house.” And I said, “Where did you 

hear?” It was just here. It was no where else. And he said, “I don’t know, I heard it.” [Laughs] 

And so he bought the house. And then after that the store and so we decided to come here. We 

came to New York. We flew to New York and drove down the East Coast and I would have 

liked to stay in Virginia. I loved it there, but he was too cold up there. It was March and we came 

here and here the dogwoods were in flower and the azaleas were in flower and it was nice and 

warm and he said, “That’s where I want to be.” 

00:15:22 

 And that was in ’79 [1979]. And so we looked around and so we made a tour about sixty 

miles around the town and came into this neighborhood and liked it very much. In the north we 

saw Lake Lanier and lots of horse farms and land—very expensive. In the east—Six Flags, not 

very pretty. In the south the airport, so east—so we decided on East and we met a woman in a 

health food store here in Atlanta, which doesn’t exist anymore, who was a banker and she gave 

us her address and she said also she does some real estate and so next year we wrote her and she 

never answered and eventually she—she found a man who was more into land and he came to 
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pick us up at the airport and showed us around. We saw four pieces here, but I can't—cannot tell 

you where they are because I never found the woman which whom we worked back—never. So 

that was the last she showed us, it was the cheapest and the largest, so we said, “Why not take it? 

It’s large and it’s big and it’s cheap,” and so we did and that was the beginning of here. 

 

00:16:33 

SW:  Did you intend to farm? 

 

00:16:35 

HD:  It was always an intention to grow something. But we didn’t know we had—my husband, 

my second husband, Luke/Luc, he wanted to grow medicinal herbs but the land is very rough 

here. The earth is very difficult to cultivate when it’s the red clay. And something happened 

which made—it never came about. But we did immediately veggies for ourselves and we tried a 

few watermelons and had a huge crop and I didn’t know what to do with it. So we went to 

Atlanta—out there to the health food store where we took some—where they had veggies where 

we also shopped a lot and—and the man who was the manager found him, and my husband 

barely spoke English. And so I said, “Well, I’m sorry but I have so many watermelons and 

they’re organic. I mean we do nothing else but grow them,” and so he said, “Oh, bring them in, 

bring them in!” And so it’s—word spread and all the clients came out to help us carry them and 

immediately paid for them. They didn’t even know how much yet. And before we knew it they 

all were gone. [Laughs] At that moment they bought whatever we had—too much uh-hm. 
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00:17:49 

SW:  Did that plant a seed—no pun intended there, but did that plant a seed to start growing for 

the community? 

 

00:17:55 

HD:  It planted a seed to eventually perhaps sell veggies, yeah. I did sell veggies, yeah. 

 

00:18:05 

SW:  Now who owned the—the land before? Did somebody farm—? 

 

00:18:08 

HD:  It’s Mr. [Howard] Brown who lived up the hill there. 

 

00:18:12 

SW:  And what—do you know his first name? 

 

00:18:14 

HD:  He’s dead since a long time. Howard was his name, yeah. 

 

00:18:18 

SW:  And what was the name of your health food store in Belgium and where was it? 

 

00:18:22 

HD:  Natur Haus. It’s Flemish, yeah. You’re going to write all that in—in your story there? I 

hope not. [Laughs] 
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00:18:30 

SW:  And where was it in Belgium, what town? 

 

00:18:31 

HD: Antwerp. 

 

00:18:35 

SW:  So—oops. [Phone Rings] 

 

00:18:37 

HD:  I’m sorry. Is that okay? 

 

00:18:37 

SW:  Yeah, I’ll pause this. So when you—when you started farming here how many acres did 

you guys have? 

 

00:18:42 

HD:  Well we—we just had a little garden, so ten beds that’s how we started because we had to 

build the house. First we—that was a milk barn here, that part here where we’re sitting you see 

it’s very low? It’s a milk barn—was a milk barn and it had this cow windows and we had to 

close those and open windows, so it was a construction and then we had to buy—build another 

addition to it because we came with the four children.  

 

00:19:10 
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SW:  So Mr. Brown was he—he was a dairy farmer? 

 

00:19:12 

HD:  I guess. You know when he—when we met him he had no more cows. He was too old. I 

know very little about his history from before. The only thing I know that he never applied 

chemicals and he had the land from 1941 until he sold—we bought it and he said he never—

never grew much. It was cows all over, yeah. 

 

00:19:37 

SW:  So you said you acquired the land in 1980 but you moved here in ’82 [1982]. 

 

00:19:40 

HD:  Yeah, we had to wait for our papers. We cannot just come and sit here and, we had to wait 

for the papers and the application which we had filled in was for L-1 visa which is a working 

visa for my husband. So he started actually working for a Belgium company here, yeah. 

 

00:19:57 

SW:  What kind of company was it? 

 

00:19:59 

HD:  Oh it’s—it was for homeopathic remedies, yeah but it was way ahead of its time. It 

wasn’t—the country wasn’t ready. 
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00:20:07 

SW:  And so at the time when you moved here to Newborn and started growing and you talked 

about the watermelons were other farmers doing organic? 

 

00:20:15 

HD:  Oh no, even nowadays he’s—it’s but one a little further up, the plantation is—the Perch 

Plantation is doing some organics but there was nobody even growing anything. Even Mr. 

Brown had a tiny little piece up there which he—it was very challenging to protect against the 

deer, you know yeah. 

 

00:20:36 

SW:  So you know you talked about how you found the land but it must have been—was it a 

challenge to find land that hadn't been subdued with chemicals? 

 

00:20:43 

HD:  Well of course when he told us that he had not—on this spot no chemicals since 1941 that 

wasn’t the case of the other part which we have behind the woods there. There was a farmer 

there who used chemicals, even when we came because he had that land to work with. And he 

used chemicals and then when we stopped him from growing there we—we had a—we had five 

or six years where we did nothing except cutting the grass and reintegrating it so that the land 

would change and get healthy. And Nicolas uses it—uses it now, yeah. 
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00:21:26 

SW:  So what was it like when you started you know you talked about the watermelons, how 

did—how did the farm grow after that point? 

 

00:21:32 

HD:  Well it grew slowly because my children were in school and Nicolas was very young. He 

came here when he was sixteen, and he was first in high school and then in the university where 

he studied international business. But when he had finished that he realized that he wasn’t a 

businessman and one day he came and asked me if I—if I would like for him to work here? I had 

put the farm up for rent—for sale because I couldn’t handle it by myself. And I kept the 

garden—a rather large garden, about an acre and worked in Atlanta in a health food store and—

and did that and sold everything because I needed tax money. And I didn’t want to have—to lose 

something and the land was fairly expensive at the time, about $3,000 in taxes and so I didn’t 

know about the conservation at the time and that was the other farmer who had applied for that 

without telling me that he had all the tax advantages. And only when I stopped him from 

working he came and—admitted what he had done and so I went to the—to my other son 

because this part is in Morgan County and asked about that and they wrote it over from him to 

me. And my taxes plummeted which was wonderful. 

00:22:55 

 And so from then on but that’s for a year. And then I applied for both counties and I’m 

now in my sixth—seventh year of—of for ten years and then Nicolas will have to apply when 

that runs out, yeah. 
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00:23:12 

SW:  And so did you—did you think that any—I mean Nicolas obviously farms now but did you 

think that at the—you know when he was sixteen when your children were younger did you 

think that any of your children would eventually farm—? 

 

00:23:25 

HD:  I don’t think so. Damian was a photographer and Isabelle was very interested in the multi-

level company, Nikken, a Japanese company and then she—then she studied for real estate and 

she’s a real estate agent now. And Christine married a young man from France who worked in 

New York and who was sent by his company to Japan for six years where he opened their offices 

in Tokyo and worked around there. And so they went to Tokyo for six years and there was no 

question of them coming here—of course visiting of course but not working. And—and then no, 

it was me and Nicolas.  

 

00:24:11 

SW:  Do you remember the day where he—did he approach you? 

 

00:24:14 

HD:  Oh no. Difficult to say—all that is so long ago. The farm is really working since seventeen 

years under his—under his efforts. And I helped him and I do still sometimes. Seventeen years 

ago—well it was in the end of 1990s—in the ‘90s yeah when he started. 

 

00:24:48 

SW:  And so how did that change for you? 
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00:24:51 

HD:  He married in [1995] ’95 and yeah he was two years here before, two or three, so 

something around [1992] ’92 because when he—when we had the wedding over there in the 

Perch Plantation he was already here, yeah. 

 

00:25:06 

SW:  And how—how have things changed between the time that you first acquired this land and 

started farming and—and how today when you know Nick is—? 

 

00:25:15 

HD:  Yeah, well it was of course it’s completely changed thanks to the generosity of my brother 

in Austria who—who made a very, very good living. He gave us the money to buy our first 

tractor which we still have, which is still running. And that changed everything. We had the 

tractor and we had enough money to buy some accessories like the tiller and I think he bought 

also the—the bush hog because he needed to clean this huge place and a third thing, those—how 

do I think it’s called—those wheels which dig deep into the soil to prepare the land? How do I 

think—I don’t know, it doesn’t matter. He—he was able to buy two or three accessories to the 

tractor which made all the difference. 

00:26:08 

 And from then on it was—it went upwards. It was always difficult because there was still 

a lot and a lot of hand-work you know. And yeah, I had to do what I could because I was 

working and for me life didn’t change much because I lived here already. And so he got his 

office there and then I kept two rooms for the grandchildren and have one guest room. So it’s 
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really—this is my life here. Here is my bedroom and that’s where I live. You know it’s my 

apartment I call it. And I will stay here. 

 

00:26:44 

SW:  So did you in terms of growing like you know you—you started growing food for your 

family and then you ended up growing food for the community, how has that changed since 

Nicolas has taken over? 

 

00:26:57 

HD:  Well Nicolas needed to make a living so of course. His—his goal was and is still that he 

has to sell it. So for him it became important that he started making connections with restaurants 

in the city and the restaurants have always liked what he did and always supported him. There 

are several like Bacchanalia has supported him from the beginning. Another one which opened 

much later but still supports him very well is Miller Union, which is not far from Bacchanalia 

and there are others who with whom he works. There are some who have gone and some have 

come up instead. 

00:27:42 

 There is constant movement in that and then we have—then seventeen years ago very 

quickly after he started here him and another lady from—from I don’t know—from Hazelbrand 

Farm—have you heard of them, yeah—Cynthia Hizer, opened—started the market at—. Have 

you been there to his market? 

 

00:28:04 

SW:  Is it Morningside [Farmer’s Market in Atlanta]? 
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00:28:05 

HD:  Morningside, yeah. And in the beginning they sort the veggies out of the trucks or cars and 

it was very simple but that grew very nice and it’s a really good working—each week Saturdays 

the market is—is really becoming—has become fantastic for all of us, for all organic farmers 

who come there and only organic farmers. We have nobody who is not organically certified there 

which is nice.  

 

00:28:33 

SW:  Ms. Dumba what do you think of—of farming today where everybody there has been such 

a mass demand for organic farming and when you started you were kind of—? 

 

00:28:42 

HD:  I know the mass demand is a little frightening because it is often not supported enough. For 

me personally I will not buy the organic line of Publix or Kroger or Target because there’s just 

not enough. It’s all of them want to be in because it’s in. I’m very careful with what’s—so we 

realized it—I realized it when I speak with the people at our market who more and more come to 

us because they think the same way. They don’t think there’s enough you know. And like with 

Horizon [Herbs] everybody knows that that’s not like it should be and yet it’s sold the wrong 

way. It’s a—it’s—there’s just not enough. That’s simply it. 

00:29:33 

 So I like to buy when I go to Whole Foods or Sevananda [Natural Foods Market] I like to 

buy from companies especially in veggies who we know you know and who we sell that they’re 

okay for what we need. We don’t need much veggies from outside. 
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00:29:51 

SW:  Did—when you—before Nicolas started farming did you go to market and sell? 

 

00:29:56 

HD:  No, no I had no time and there was no market where I would have gone. It’s—like I said 

Cynthia Hizer and Nicolas started that from—that [Morningside] farmers’ market so I was with 

him—I went with him often until last year. Actually I went nearly every week it seemed and 

helped him. We had a little one here in Covington which didn’t work out at all. People are not 

ready, they were looking at the price and said, “Why is it so much more expensive?” It wasn’t. 

But in their eyes the organic quality—“Why would you be healthy? We have insurance,” that 

was usually what I heard.  

 

00:30:36 

SW:  Oh they said— 

 

00:30:37 

HD:  . . “if something would get—will go wrong, I have insurance.”  

 

00:30:42 

SW:  Wow. 

 

00:30:42 

HD:  Yeah. [Laughs] 
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00:30:44 

SW:  So were you working—you mentioned—I just want to go back and make sure, you were 

working at a health store in Atlanta while you were—? 

 

00:30:50 

HD:  In two different health food stores.  

 

00:30:54 

SW:  What were they called? 

 

00:30:56 

HD: The Good Earth was one, it doesn’t exist—both don’t exist anymore, don’t exist anymore, 

The Good Earth. He had—Eric Summers had three stores in town, the main store was in 

Buckhead on Pharr Road which now is not there anymore because Eric is eighty-seven years old 

and now he’s—oh my goodness, he’s close to ninety so he gave it up about two or three—two 

years ago because the—the whole building was torn down for something else. And he had two 

more stores, one in Marietta and one on Providence Parkway and I worked—and one that was 

the one Marietta and then he had one in Chamblee, Chamblee, and that’s where I worked for a 

few years. And then I went to work for The Vitamin Store in Snellville which also doesn’t exist 

anymore. I don’t think it exists anymore. The Vitamin Store it was—it belonged to the Fitness 

Center which is—which was there on the corner which I think still exists but he sold—the owner 

sold all that, so that I went away from there. I didn’t work in any store anymore.  
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00:32:08 

SW:  Was it—was it rare for you when you were out here, I—I asked you about this in Belgium, 

but when you moved to Georgia was it rare to be a woman farmer? Was that—did people give 

you strange reactions? 

 

00:32:20 

HD:  They were—we were already so weird they didn’t care. [Laughs] I—even today I know 

very few people here in the village because they still see it—us as—as too different.  

 

00:32:34 

SW:  Do you think—but is there—is there, you know you—you talked about the market and the 

restaurants. There seems to be a great demand in the restaurants and are they mostly in Atlanta? 

 

00:32:42 

HD:  They’re mostly in Atlanta, yeah. Nicolas goes once a week to Atlanta and serves the 

restaurants. 

 

00:32:50 

SW:  And you mentioned the plant, the Perch Plantation but in terms of the—is there—is there 

not much of a community between the farms or—in this area here in Newborn? 

 

00:32:56 

HD:  There are no other farms, Perch and us. We have good contact with Perch. But I don’t see 

any other farm around here, which is organic. There may be gardeners or gardens but you see 
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there is not much time to socialize. There is a lot of work here and every day there is a bunch 

which hasn’t been accomplished because it’s just too—so much, you know? 

 

00:33:25 

SW:  Does Nicolas have help here on the farm? 

 

00:33:26 

HD:  Sure, he has some people, yeah. 

 

00:33:29 

SW:  What—I wanted to go back when you first—when you first moved to Newborn was it 

strange to adapt to this place? 

 

00:33:36 

HD:  It was strange. Everything was very different. The owner, the former owner, the Howard 

Brown, he came with his truck almost every day and looked at what we did and gave us advice. 

He was—he had grown some things for his cows and so he would come and tell me, “It’s time 

that you harvest some timber because there may be a beginning of the pine beetle.” “Okay, so 

what do I do?” [Laughs] So he gave me a few addresses, I called these people and asked them to 

give me a—give me prices and I told him, “I know nothing. You’ll have to be honest.” You 

know? And it went well and we harvested some timber. And so I said—we never had really the 

pine beetle or the—the beetle for the—no, pine beetle come in yeah. And yeah and he—he was 

good help, yeah, uh-hm and advice. He—he didn’t work anymore because he had a heart disease 
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so he didn’t work anymore but he came with his truck every day, looked around, and started—

continued to hunt on the land. 

 

00:34:51 

SW:  And he—he lived up the hill? 

 

00:34:53 

HD:  Up the hill which has been sold just now lately from—his wife lived there for a long time 

and then it was closed, empty because they wanted to sell it already two years ago and it just 

now—someone bought it. 

 

00:35:10 

SW:  Do you know who had the land before Mr. Brown? 

 

00:35:13 

HD:  Oh no, you ask me too much. [Laughs] 

 

00:35:17 

SW:  Okay, I won't stump you anymore. And also I’m wondering you know do you still own the 

land now? 

 

00:35:23 

HD:  No, Nicolas owns it, yeah. 
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00:35:27 

SW:  Do you—I mean in terms of all of the—there’s a—there seems to be a movement of 

younger people starting to farm when smaller farms or organic farming especially here in 

Georgia. I’m wondering you know at the time that you purchased the land it seems like land is 

the biggest—is one of the biggest you know things to—it’s the biggest challenge to farming. 

 

00:35:48 

HD:  Yes. 

 

00:35:48 

SW:  And you—you seemed to— 

 

00:35:51 

HD:  We were very lucky to have this very big land for a very, very low price, but then that was 

in—like I said in the—in the early [1980s] ’80s. So at that time everything was for sale here and 

those young people who start now don’t have that chance anymore you know because if—when I 

think of—Joe Reynolds, you know him I suppose? He works for others. If he could have—he 

could have easily bought this land in ’80 [1980] and more and cheaper and—or less and very 

cheap. But it was—for us it was extremely cheap from coming from Europe, so it just happened 

that way. 
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00:36:34 

SW:  And I’m wondering if—I have just a couple crop questions and then—. Is there anything 

that you’re—you—when you first moved here that you—you planted and you sort of—like a 

crop that you fell in love with that you weren't able to grow in Belgium? 

 

00:36:49 

HD:  Hmm— 

 

00:36:52 

SW:  Like something particular to Georgia? 

 

00:36:53 

HD:  Typically for here? 

 

00:36:55 

SW:  Uh-hm. 

 

00:36:55 

HD:  Well mainly the tomatoes were so much easier here. In the first year not, because we had to 

get ourselves adapted to it but the taste of it, the warmth of it, the juices that was really a big 

difference for—for us from Belgium. And even with Austria, I mean where it’s even a little 

colder longer and earlier in the season. No, I mean I grew what I grew—whether I grew it home, 

I had berries in that garden which I don’t have here. And I tried in the beginning to do 

raspberries. And somehow it didn’t work out. There were so many more pests here and it’s only 



Helen Dumba – Crystal Organic Farm         
 
 

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

29 

slowly when you change the soil that you get a healthier crop, where you don’t—we never used 

any chemicals. I remember using a little bit of [inaudible] what thirty years ago and that was it, 

but it was to stay organic and we—I never was certified. Nicolas—I was not even—there was no 

certification when I did it. It started with him.  

00:38:08 

 And he’s certified every year. But there was no armory, you know where you can buy—

where you can see which products are okay. So I just—I just really worked the soil. That’s—and 

I knew from the book from Dr. Vogel. I can show you that book. I have it there. It’s amazing 

what he gave in information. And then I found in a book which was translated—this was written 

in German and published in Munich which was [Inaudible]—that means Farming and 

Gardening without Poison, that was really where I learned what to do in Belgium. Yeah, and 

which helped me so that I never had to fertilize except through the growth—the growth of 

winter—winter crops you know. 

00:39:00 

 We don’t know winter greens like here over there. So the garden was really empty in the 

winter and we grew like I said rye in the beginning. 

 

00:39:08 

SW:  Is there a crop that you miss from—from Europe that you don’t—you’re not—you 

mentioned? 

 

00:39:12 

HD:  Well perhaps mulberries yeah. Though they—the blueberries are here and we don’t—we 

only have a few but a friend has a farm. I don’t know if you know David Pentowski from D&R, 
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he has an acre so I can have what I want from him, you know. And no, we don’t do much 

berries. Nicolas just—when—when we started he had—he got married and had very quickly two 

children and his goal was the children more than the land, the farm and I understood. The 

children grow, grow, grow and then you don’t know them, you know.  

00:39:53 

 And I was always supporting him wanting him to have enough time for the children, so 

he grew what he knew and that was okay. He made his livelihood, so—. 

 

00:40:04 

SW:  And I’m wondering, I mean you grew mostly for your family and then it—you started—

you know the community started— 

 

00:40:12 

HD:  The community was—what I understand the community is the people around us who live 

close to us, nobody takes our veggies from around us. They’re not interested. So all—the 

community is in Atlanta you know. So when you say community for me it’s really not here, it’s 

out there.  

 

00:40:30 

SW:  And when Nicolas took over was his intention—did he start trying to eventually—I mean I 

just wonder what—how the challenges of trying to grow the farm when you're trying to expand 

beyond that—. 
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00:40:46 

HD:  Well he—without land as—as he went away, as he grew, he added a field here, a field 

there, and the chances that we have the land. We had the land—have the land because I consider 

it still our land in a way even if he’s now the owner and then he started putting those houses 

[greenhouses] up and started—the first time I think he put four up. 

 

00:41:09 

SW:  The greenhouses? 

 

00:41:09 

HD:  The greenhouses, yeah. And he had—he put up the one that we seedling—the seedling 

sign. You have never been here before? And then he had one little one and then he started four. I 

think it was four in the first line down there. Then came a second line. And then came the third 

line. Then came those—this side and it’s now twenty-four and it’s—he said—he says it’s about 

an acre under plastic and it helps him greatly. Like this summer we had a lot of rain. I saw this 

morning at the post office I saw the owner of Perch and he said his tomato crop was not good. 

And Nicolas’ is very good because he—he has not been affected by all the rain. They didn’t split 

open like Sandy’s. 

 

00:41:55 

SW:  Was that because they were exposed? 

 

00:41:58 
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HD:  Because his were outside and his weren't—I can show you—are inside, I mean in this 

house.  

 

00:42:05 

SW:  I think I read somewhere that it was—I think in the New York Times where there—thirty-

four percent of Georgia’s farmers have experienced some bad problems because of the rain this 

year. 

 

00:42:16 

HD:  I don’t know. I’ve not—I’ve not read it but certainly yeah, he—his watermelons are not 

doing well. 

 

00:42:24 

SW:  How do you sustain it? I mean you’ve farmed for so many years and you still do a little bit. 

I mean how do you deal with the changes—the unpredictability of the weather? 

 

00:42:34 

HD:  [Sighs] Thirty years, I mean I’ve—already when my father had his garden in Austria the—

the weather was—every day there was a thunderstorm at five o'clock like clockwork every day 

still because of the lake and the water evaporating and five o'clock it’s a thunderstorm and it 

really rains a lot. And then it’s over after an hour and the sun comes out and the next morning 

it’s sunny again and then it’s again—it’s also a lot of rain and a lot of weather, I mean we had 

irrigated. And yet it works, you know. You approach that differently. You approach it with 
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more—it is what it is, what can you do? By being and staying positive nature helps you and 

gives you gifts definitely. 

 

00:43:25 

SW:  What was it like for you to see Nicolas learn how to farm from you because you’re—

you—you’re primarily self-taught? You taught yourself to do this and you—? 

 

00:43:33 

HD:  I did, I taught myself and I taught him. Yes, he tells you that I learned in the beginning and 

then he started looking himself. I mean he’s also self-taught because—like his father said, “Why 

did you not study agriculture? Why did you study international business?” [Laughs] And he 

didn’t know at that time you know. 

 

00:43:54 

SW:  And I just wanted to ask you about the name of the farm. I heard when you found quartz 

here— 

 

00:44:01 

HD:  Yeah, we found— 

 

00:44:02 

SW:  Can you tell that story? 
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00:44:02 

HD:  Well one day I—someone hands me a crystal and I said, “Well, where is this coming 

from?” And they said, “we found it here in—on your field.” Ah that’s nice, good, I have to look 

and keep it you know. And we found it. And we started to find—found a little part of a field up 

at the—behind the woods where there are crystals and there’s some down there. I can show you. 

I have some here. And yeah, we found some rather small pieces but a lot of them and so my 

daughter, my—Isabelle came one day and went looking for it with us and—“why don’t you call 

this place Crystal Organic Farm?” And it became Crystal Organic Farm.  

 

00:44:48 

SW:  Now I just wanted to ask you two more quick questions and then if you want to add 

anything, because I don’t want to keep you for too long. Did your parents—when you were 

growing up and they had the garden did they—did they intend—I mean did they—that garden 

was primarily just for your family? 

 

00:45:07 

HD:  It was for the family and for some for the hotel which came in later, but it was for the 

family because it was—. You know I really don’t remember it all because I was very young but 

it was definitely a wonderful place to be. The peas grow, here the peas are like this [gestures]. 

That’s one crop which I really regret here which is really not doing well. But peas, English 

peas—like that and as children we went there and ate them full off the plant you know. And here 

it’s—it’s—they need cool weather—just not to come around and it’s not enough of that here. 

And—and peas and—and those little strawberries, I mean they were there for us. My father 

never said don’t eat them, you know. But we eat them. [Laughs] 
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00:46:06 

SW:  Just couldn’t stay away? 

 

00:46:09 

HD:  No, we’d eat them. [Laughs] 

 

00:46:10 

SW:  And what was the name of the hotel do you remember? 

 

00:46:12 

HD:  Oh yeah, oh certainly. I lived there many years. It was called Hotel [Inaudible] in South 

Austria on the lake in Carinthia, in the Province of Carinthia, a long narrow lake in the Alps, uh-

hm. 

 

00:46:31 

SW:  Now did your parents run the hotel? 

 

00:46:33 

HD:  This—no, my brothers did. My parents died when Austria was still occupied by the—by 

the troops or the four countries, Russia, France, England, and America and our region was 

English and when my parents died it was in twenty-four months so there was—my mother never 

really had much. My father put a little credit and just replaced the windows and the floors 

because the—the British soldiers had burned everything when—for when they were there 
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because it was very cold and they came with these little black ovens and—and they burned 

whatever they could find in wood. And so he replaced that but that was it. And yeah, we had a 

few customers you know but you can't say that it was anything much. It’s only after my mother 

had passed away and my brothers became a little older that they got money from the Marshall 

Plan which was an American thing which was for us over there. They gave very cheap or even 

free money for reconstruction which they had destroyed. And I don’t know if it was just the 

Americans or if it was all four of them. I would—I would be surprised if the Russians did 

anything but the French perhaps and the English, I don’t know exactly, it was called the Marshall 

Plan. And there my brothers got some money and really restored and then also turned it into a 

hotel and eventually grew it—made it bigger and added places. And the lake was of course the 

attraction, yeah. 

 

00:48:18 

SW:  So how—how old were you when your parents passed away? 

 

00:48:22 

HD:  I was fourteen and sixteen, and my brothers were ten and twelve, and twelve and fourteen. 

 

00:48:28 

SW:  So you grew up in your home was occupied by—? 

 

00:48:31 

HD:  By the British in [1945] ’45, yeah. 
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00:48:34 

SW:  I’m wondering if you have anything else you want to add about the farm or about your 

experience farming or your—. 

 

00:48:46 

HD:  I love the soil, I love the earth. And I have always been blessed by what it gave me in 

return for my love. And—and when it’s a long time dry I’m feeling it in my heart when—when it 

gets too dry or too wet, you know I want the balance. [Laughs] And that is it, I mean like I said, 

the chickens—I like everything which has to do with the farm. I love the farm, you know. 

 

00:49:17 

SW:  And oh, I forgot to ask you about this. I think I read this somewhere that you’re very much 

into flowers. Is that true? 

 

00:49:23 

HD:  Yeah, I love flowers of course. And I am—for a while I—when Nicolas was very busy 

building up I made some flowers. I did—I took some land and grew flowers and sold them at the 

market but now all that, I did the chickens. I started the chickens as well. And now it’s all part of 

the farm, so now the flowers are still there. And the market sells them very well every Saturday. 

And but I’m not always there to work it. I’m really free now and so when I’m here I’m always 

helping with the flowers and so on Fridays but I’m not necessarily always here. That’s my 

privilege of my age.  
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00:50:11 

SW:  Do you hope that when the day comes where Nicolas doesn’t want to farm or he’s ready to 

retire— 

 

00:50:17 

HD:  Perhaps his oldest son seems interested but he’s only fifteen. He’s going to be sixteen in 

ten days. But you can't say if he will really be taking it over or not, but that will probably not be 

very much for me anymore to—perhaps I will see it, I don’t know. I live more day-to-day, today 

is beautiful weather. Today it’s nice. Today I feel happy. Today—tomorrow we shall see, you 

know. I cannot say what Gillen is going to do. He has a lot to learn of course. He’s just a child 

though he’s—shew, big but he’s a child. 

 

00:50:59 

SW:  Do both of the boys help out? 

 

00:51:00 

HD:  Gillen more than Jesse. Jesse is more the intellectual type, uh-hm. 

 

00:51:08 

SW: I think I asked you everything. 

 

00:51:15 

HD:  And I don’t know about the other grandchildren. I mean there are three in New York and 

two in New Jersey and they—they will have not—they must really feel a drive to like to come 
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here and work here. I don’t know about any one of them and Alexander, they’ll have to work at 

the market. That’s for sure. That’s why I’m going less so that the youngsters can do that. That’s 

only because they can make the money but also because to fill them up with the idea and the 

vision of it so that they get strong for later to continue for themselves and their families.  

 

00:51:53 

SW:  Do you like—you know you—you talked about working in some—some of the health food 

stores in the past and I mean do you like that aspect of going to the market and talking to people 

or—and being in the store and helping people—? 

 

00:52:06 

HD:  Well I’ve been in the stores but I’ve also studied homeopathy so at the market we don’t 

have much time to talk health. We—we talk—because the line is waiting you know. But if there 

is someone who needs really some help or—or they have to come a different moment—later in 

the market when there the market calms down. I can never talk when it’s—when it’s busy like 

that. But I’m, like I said, it’s now more my grandsons who go. My granddaughter who is just 

here from New York she will—she came to do two markets, yeah. [Laughs] She’s somewhere 

out there, I don’t know where she is.  

 

00:52:49 

SW:  Do you—and this is my last question, I promise—because this project is all about women 

and farming, I’m wondering do you—have you noticed a—a—just in Georgia or in the Atlanta 

area, have you noticed more and more women farming? Is that a thing? 
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00:53:04 

HD:  Well you saw the—the women farmers at the dinner. I don’t know how much help they 

have. I think certainly why would a woman not be able to do that? I think it depends totally on 

the circumstances of the family, of the land, of—of the owners of the land, if they’re the owners 

or not, you know. But a woman can certainly do that, she can drive a tractor and—and she’s out, 

you know it’s not that difficult you know. I’m not so much—for me everything is more balanced. 

I’m not into any woman movement at all. I just want that they receive the respect they’re due and 

but not beyond that. You see I’m not into women movements at all—never been. I think a 

woman has to stand for herself, yeah. 

 

00:54:01 

SW:  Well Ms. Dumba I don’t have any more questions. Is there anything else you want to add? 

 

00:54:04 

HD:  No, thank you for coming and wish you good luck with what you’re doing.  

 

00:54:11 

SW:  Thank you for doing this, I appreciate your time. 

 

00:54:12 

HD:  Thank you, thank you. 

 

00:54:14 

[End Helen Dumba Interview] 


