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Kate Medley: I’ll start us off by saying this is Kate Medley interviewing Billy Carter at 

his home in Eagle Springs, North Carolina, at the home of Carter Farms, for the Southern 

Foodways Alliance on February 22, 2018. Billy, I’ll get you to introduce yourself. Tell us 

who you are, your birth date, and a little bit about what you do. 

 

[0:00:23.0] 

Billy Carter: I’m Billy Carter. I was born June 1, 1961. I grew up on a farm, went to 

college determined not to farm, came home, and have been farming ever since. We farm 

in Eagle Springs, which is in Moore County, North Carolina, but we also farm in 

Montgomery and Richmond Counties as well, and we tend a variety of crops, some of it 

done organically, some of it done conventionally, including small grain and also fresh 

market produce and tobacco. 

 

[0:01:06.3] 

Kate Medley: Okay, great. And introduce us to the community of Eagle Springs, which I 

just drove through for my first time. 

 

[0:01:15.1] 

Billy Carter: So Eagle Springs is like a lot of rural places in North Carolina, there’s not a 

whole lot going on, but it’s in Moore County, which is kind of an interesting county 

because it does have a component of it that’s more affluent in terms of there being a 

retirement community and being on the edge of a military base, and a lot of folks like that 

particular part of the world because of the golf courses and other amenities. And then the 
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rural part of Moore County is completely different in terms of the income levels and 

opportunities that exist. But Eagle Springs is a nice place. It’s in what’s called the 

Sandhills of North Carolina, and this area was not farmed until the early 1900s because 

the land is so sandy. Without irrigation, it’s not very productive. Starting in early 1900s, 

there was a peach industry that developed here, and it developed here because these soils 

will grow peaches and also because the land was very cheap. So there is a long history in 

this county of agriculture going all the way back to the mid-1700s, but that’s more in the 

area where better soil is closer to rivers and streams, and it was part of the folks who left 

the area, the Scotch Irish who left that area and settled. But this part of the county was 

settled and farmed much later. 

 

[0:02:40.8] 

Kate Medley: Tell me a little bit about your growing-up years. Were they here or 

elsewhere, and what were those like? 

 

[0:02:50.1] 

Billy Carter: So we’re right here in Eagle Springs, and I grew up about three miles away 

on a farm, and it was a small farm. My dad, his mother died in childbirth, and his father 

remarried, and he and his stepmother didn’t get along very well, so around age twelve, he 

came to this area and lived with a much older sister. My mother’s originally from the 

northern part of Moore County, which is more or less an affluent area, and her family 

came here many generations ago as tenant farmers. My dad, when he came here, was not 

exactly listless or whatever, roaming, but he didn’t really have the deep roots. But 
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anyway, he married my mother and they had seven children, and he knew a little bit 

about farming because his father did farm before he left there, so he started sharecropping 

tobacco to help support his family, along with public work. And I grew up in that, and we 

were his labor force, us and many cousins. We shared the work primarily in tobacco, but 

he had also an interest in growing other crops as well, particularly some fresh market 

produce. So that’s the background I grew up in, a very small farm. 

 

[0:04:11.8] 

Kate Medley: For the record, what were your parents’ names? 

 

[0:04:14.0] 

Billy Carter: John and Mabel Carter. 

 

[0:04:18.5] 

Kate Medley: What were those years like as a kid here in Eagle Springs? 

 

[0:04:23.1] 

Billy Carter: Oh, it was real enjoyable. Like I said, we had a lot of interaction with 

cousins and we did a lot of things together, particularly during the time that we were 

working, even go back so far as to remember the hog killings that went on in the winter. 

That was always another sort of social aspect along with the work. But probably the nice 

thing about it was that the social part was interrelated with your work, so it was always 

there, because the work was always there. 
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[0:04:50.9] 

Kate Medley: What was the role of hog killings in this area back then? 

 

[0:04:53.3] 

Billy Carter: Well, you know, even at the point in my youth, which would have been in 

the [19]60s and [19]70s, it was a waning thing. It obviously had its roots in terms of 

sustaining your family through the winter, and at the point that I’m speaking of, it served 

the same function, but it wasn’t as complete a necessity as it was even probably twenty or 

thirty years before that. It’s sort of a vestigial thing. My mom and dad both grew up in 

families that were very connected with farming and those aspects of it. They were both in 

very really poor backgrounds, and so that was just something they understood and didn’t 

let go of as soon as most folks did. 

 

[0:05:37.3] 

Kate Medley: Then shed a little light for me—I’m not from North Carolina—on your 

experience in the tobacco, less in the tobacco industry and more sort of in the community 

of tobacco, if you will. 

 

[0:05:51.4] 

Billy Carter: Well, the thing about tobacco in North Carolina was—and it’s dramatically 

different now, but at that point in time, a person could take a very small number of acres 

and make a reasonable living on it, and it was done in a lot of different ways, depending 
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on the part of the state you were in, but in this part of the world, it was either 

sharecropping or farming a very small amount of tobacco and using your family as your 

labor force. Through that, you could generate a reasonable income. And because of that, 

you know, most everybody that we knew that grew tobacco had children, and we all sort 

of shared those children as far as labor, and it was very hard work, but I never considered 

it to be anything that was, you know, not dignified or not—of course, I probably didn’t 

have those thoughts when I was that age, but I actually thought of it as fun, because it 

was just something that needed to be done, and you might as well think of something that 

you have to do as fun. 

 

[0:06:52.3] 

Kate Medley: And what were those jobs for you as a kid? 

 

[0:06:54.0] 

Billy Carter: I started out really early, probably as early as seven or eight, handing 

tobacco. That’s when it was still strung on sticks. So you would take and gather up three 

or four leaves in a hand and you’d pass it to the person who was taking twine and tying it 

on to a stick that was hung in the curing barn. And because I didn’t have such negative 

attitudes about work, I soon moved on to where I was priming tobacco, which was 

harvesting it, probably by the age of ten or twelve. 

 

[0:07:27.2] 

Kate Medley: How did you harvest tobacco back then? 
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[0:07:28.6] 

Billy Carter: You did it all by hand. You bent over and removed the ripe tobacco with 

your hand and placed it under the other arm, till you got an armful, and you took it to the 

trailer and placed it on the trailer. 

 

[0:07:42.1] 

Kate Medley: You were a kid, obviously, but do you have a sense of where that tobacco 

was going? 

 

[0:07:48.0] 

Billy Carter: Not so much then. I was really interested in what was going on, though, 

and so by the time I was not much older than what I first described, rather than pay us, 

my dad would take a small farm and sort of give some of us children a share in that farm, 

so whatever it sold for, we would get that income. It was a very small amount that he 

would portion off. But at that point, I became much more interested in how it sold and 

whom was buying it, so when I had the opportunity to go to the warehouse with him and 

see it auctioned, you know, I always tried to sort of see who was buying the tobacco. But 

even then, I’m not sure I really understood exactly where it was going. At that particular 

point in time, there was still a very large domestic market because domestic consumption 

hadn’t declined as it has now, but even at that point, we were still exporting a lot of 

tobacco. Of course, most of it now is exported, but at that time, even then, we were 

exporting large quantities of tobacco. 
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[0:08:49.9] 

Kate Medley: Do you have memories of those auctions, sort of the spirit of them, the 

location? 

 

[0:08:58.3] 

Billy Carter: As a young child and certainly as I grew into adulthood, it was always kind 

of an excitement around the auction. I was not so much in the era whenever it was almost 

like a festival when you went to market, it was sort of past that, but you still had a lot of 

interest about how it was selling. You still had people coming around trying to sell 

products to the folks who just had gotten some money, but that was certainly waning by 

the time I was coming along, but it still had that sense of excitement about it. It was 

almost like a show, and it was very interesting. Obviously, we no longer sell tobacco that 

way, but even as time went by, it became much less so, even at the auction market, just 

changing times. 

 

[0:09:48.7] 

Kate Medley: As you reflect on your growing-up years, what did you learn from that 

experience about farming? 

 

[0:09:58.7] 

Billy Carter: Well, it’s not exactly the answer you’re looking for, but I learned that 

tobacco was addictive in more than one way [Laughter], because you could take a small 
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amount of acres and generate a reasonable income. That’s one takeaway from it. It’s very 

hard for people to understand. They say tobacco’s bad for your health. That’s proven. 

Consumption’s declining, as it should be. So why are you interested in growing this crop 

and why is North Carolina still so prominent in terms of production of the crop? It’s 

because this part of the world, for a lot of reasons that are beyond our control, are just 

uniquely suited to grow it, high-quality tobacco, and, still, even though it’s not what it 

once was, you’re on a much larger scale now. It’s still one of the most profitable crops 

consistently. It’s not as profitable as it once was, but it’s still consistently profitable. So, 

you know, I learned sort of a love of that because it was the backbone of our farm then 

and really still is now, but also learned that, you know, even beyond any particular crop 

you’re growing, it’s just a real honor to actually be the current steward of the land. I 

mean, so many people don’t realize how rewarding farming is, and if it were easy and 

always profitable and people understood that, a lot more folks would want to do it, 

because it’s immensely rewarding when it all works correctly, but it rarely works 

correctly. [Laughter] There’s a lot of barriers to establishing yourself in farming just 

because of the cost of infrastructure and the sort of gravity it takes over time to be able to 

have some critical mass to do things and try things. You almost have to learn that. It 

almost has to be educated into you from early on that it’s a cyclical thing and that you 

always have to be taking the long view, and that’s something I picked up really as much 

from my mother as from my father, is you have to make a living, but you can’t get so 

focused on it has to be this minute that everything happens. 

 

[0:12:12.6] 
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Kate Medley: Billy, when you were a kid, what did you want to be when you grew up? 

 

[0:12:17.0] 

Billy Carter: That’s a good question. I really enjoyed agriculture, even from an early 

age, as early as probably eight or nine years old. I remember getting the seed catalogs and 

ordering my own seed, not just looking at what Mom and Dad had ordered, you know, 

not much. So I just liked growing things. I liked sort of the wonder of it. I think that’s the 

biggest thing from when I was a child, is that I understood that I wanted to be in 

agriculture, but I really thought, whenever I was in college, that it would be more likely 

that I would be either on the research side or the Extension side or teaching side, or even 

in agribusiness. I really didn’t think, particularly at the point in time, it was a calculation 

that it was not a good time to come back to the farm because it was really, my Mom and 

Dad’s farm, it was really quite a small farm. There really wasn’t much opportunity in 

what was currently there to just pass something on to a child. 

It was also a very difficult time. It was in the early [19]80s and it was one of the 

worst times ever in terms of being on the farm, because inflation was so high, interest 

rates were so high. We’d had the embargo with Russia. The commodity prices were 

tanking because we lost that very large export market. So it was a very discouraging time 

to come to the farm, back to the farm, so I really felt that’s not what I would do. But 

when I got out of college, I realized it really was what I wanted to do. So I wasn’t 

married, didn’t have any children, the folks were willing to put me up for a little while, 

cosign notes, whatever, you know, to help me try to get established. So farming is what I 

did. 
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[0:14:04.3] 

Kate Medley: What were your college years like? You said you were at the University of 

North Carolina. 

 

[0:14:07.7] 

Billy Carter: I was at NC State. 

 

[0:14:08.9] 

Kate Medley: Excuse me. [Laughter] 

 

[0:14:09.6] 

Billy Carter: Big distinction. North Carolina State University. That’s correct. 

 

[0:14:14.5] 

Kate Medley: Why don’t you tell us. 

 

[0:14:16.9] 

Billy Carter: So I went to N.C. State from 1979 to 1983, when I graduated with a 

business in horticulture, and I very much enjoyed that experience. I met a lot of people, 

learned a lot of things beyond just what I was being taught in class, just like the typical 

college experience. But, you know, even then, I had an interest in—a small interest in 

some of the farming that was going on home, so most weekends I came home and 
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worked, and even occasionally during the week if it was really necessary. So I had that 

aspect of it, because I did pay my own way through college. Of course, at the time, that 

wasn’t as onerous a thing as it is now. So I had a little different experience, probably, 

than a lot of folks, but still a very rewarding one. 

 

[0:15:05.0] 

Kate Medley: Bring us back to—you finished school, NC State, you’re coming back to 

Eagle Springs. Do you remember that moment when you decided to come home and what 

that felt like? 

 

[0:15:20.5] 

Billy Carter: I started applying to graduate school and realized that was really just not 

what I wanted to do. I really wasn’t even sure at that point that I wanted to farm. Then I 

interviewed with a company to do like agronomy work, and it really wasn’t what I 

wanted to do either, so I thought I’d just come home and see what could happen, really. It 

was that simple. It was not like a lightning bolt or whatever. It was two brief experiences 

just pointed out to me that’s not really what I wanted to do. 

 

[0:15:56.5] 

Kate Medley: What was that first year like? 

 

[0:15:58.8] 
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Billy Carter: Well, it was actually pretty good because I was living in Mom and Dad’s 

house and eating Mom’s cooking and just working like I always had been, so it was 

actually pretty cool. [Laughter] I mean, it wasn’t that different from what I had been 

doing. But, you know, that wasn’t the ultimate goal, was just to nest, you know. I mean, 

that’s a lot more common now. It was less common then. But my folks, I think they 

enjoyed having me around because I had a good relationship with my mom and dad and 

did a lot of work to help them on their farm, and they were willing to help me in many 

ways, you know, things like cosigning notes, because I had no credit history, and let me 

live in their home rent-free. As far as the farm, you know, it was a slow start and it was 

primarily just a little bit of tobacco so that I could try some other things. The Schedule F, 

what you turn in as a farmer to the IRS, was not very impressive for several years, not 

that it is now, but it was quite small. 

 

[0:17:03.8] 

Kate Medley: What was that called? 

 

[0:17:04.9] 

Billy Carter: Schedule F. That’s where you state your farm income and your farm 

expenses. Just like if you’re in business, on your tax return you file a Schedule C, farmers 

file a Schedule F. 

 

[0:17:16.5] 

Kate Medley: Gotcha. Okay. So you started out mostly farming tobacco. What else? 
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[0:17:23.8] 

Billy Carter: We were also growing some produce, like tomatoes, watermelons, 

cantaloupes, sweet corn, and we’re still doing that today, just on a little larger scale. 

 

[0:17:33.1] 

Kate Medley: Well, let’s jump forward a little bit to today. Give us the scope of your 

farm in 2018? 

 

[0:17:41.3] 

Billy Carter: So, my wife and I, we’ve really been blessed in a lot of ways, because even 

though I grew up on a farm and I had parents who were willing to help me and loan me 

some equipment, it was a very, very small farm, and we’ve had the opportunity, good 

fortune, to be able to grow, and folks in other businesses probably don’t understand this, 

because that growth has been going on for thirty years and it still seems like it’s more 

than it ever should have been because that’s just the nature of farming, is everything 

seems to be about patience. But we’re currently tending a little over two thousand acres. 

Most of that is rented land, some of it we own, but most of it’s rented. Of that two 

thousand, about twelve hundred is certified organic and the other eight hundred is 

conventional. We still do both practices. For the most part, with a few exceptions, we do 

segregated crops to where we’re not doing parallel production of the same crops both 

organically and conventionally. We do have a couple points of overlap in that, but for 

instance, all of our produce, our watermelons, cantaloupes, sweet corn, tomatoes, 
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strawberries, that’s all done conventionally because we had established those markets 

before we ever began the process of trying to do some organic production. The organic 

production was driven by an interest of ours, because even in the early and mid-[19]90s, 

it was still a very slow growth process. I got married in 1987, after having finished 

college in 1983. So we started looking for some way where we could find something that 

was different in terms of profitability and growth and research, reading, talking, and 

interest in it as well. Organic seemed to be an opportunity, and at the time, there was a lot 

circulating about it in the mid-[19]90s, but it’s nothing like now. So it was sort of a leap 

of faith for us, but it was made easier by the fact that we had some land that had been in a 

production rotation that allowed that it could be certified almost immediately, and we got 

the opportunity to grow some organic tobacco, something that I already knew how to 

grow and felt like I could probably take what I knew and take it to the organic side. And 

that’s something that, again, in terms of most businesses, folks would consider not to be 

very rapid, but we grew our first organic tobacco in 1998, and we have escalated to the 

point where we’re growing in excess of two hundred acres, has been as high as three 

hundred acres, of organic tobacco, and that’s allowed us to have a fair amount of land 

certified organic, on which we grow other organic crops. We grow our sweet potatoes 

organically. We grow most of our small grain, wheat and rye, organically. So that’s sort 

of the division of how we do the crops. The organic tobacco is something that’s allowed 

us to generate enough profit that we’ve been able to expand the farm and look at other 

crops. We’ve tried stevia organically, but that’s not panned out so well so far. We’ve 

tried some other crops organically. But it allowed us a leeway to be able to have the 
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resource in terms of the certified land and the financial capability to try a crop that might 

or might not be profitable. 

 

[0:21:23.6] 

Kate Medley: And broadly, who’s buying this? 

 

[0:21:28.0] 

Billy Carter: Until recently, until the last three years, there was really only one true 

source to market organic tobacco, and that was Santa Fe Natural Tobacco, which started 

out as an independent company, but is now a subsidiary of R.J. Reynolds or Reynolds 

American. Since then, in the last two or three years, they sold a portion of their business 

to another entity, Japan Tobacco. They sold their international branding rights to their 

organic products. So now that company also purchases organic tobacco, but still Santa Fe 

is the primary one that we sell tobacco to. Our other markets, our organic sweet potatoes 

are marketed primarily through an entity that takes the sweet potatoes, cures the sweet 

potato, packs and markets the sweet potatoes for us, and that’s Nash Produce in 

Nashville, North Carolina. Our organic grain, which at this point is primarily rye, is 

marketed several different ways. We sell some to millers, some to malters, some to folks 

who are using it for cover crops on their organic production. So that’s sort of the gamut 

of where our production goes. Our fresh market produce, which is not organic, is all 

marketed sort of local wholesale. We sell to folks who resell it in roadside markets, state 

farmers’ markets, that type thing. At this point, we don’t really have any connections 
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with any grocery stores or distribution chains, although at one time we did do some of 

that. 

 

[0:23:02.9] 

Kate Medley: Tell me about when you first started growing grains. 

 

[0:23:07.1] 

Billy Carter: Well, grains are kind of the—in many ways they’re sort of an essential part 

of farming in terms of if you want to have cover crops in the winter, you’re almost for 

sure going to incorporate some type of cereal grain, wheat, rye, oats, something. That’s a 

practice that we utilized in this part of the world even before we got into organic 

production, just because our soils are very sandy and they tend to move a lot in the spring 

with winds, they’re so coarse and the fields are open. So that’s something that I grew up 

with. You needed to have the land covered. Now that’s a very commonly understood 

practice, whether it’s conventional or organic. You need to have stubble or a cover crop 

or something on the land. It’s something that we had in our minds. We just knew that was 

something we needed to do. What was trying to say was it’s just part of our thought 

process. It’s just engrained that you needed to do that, no pun intended. So we would 

always market some of that grain, and then whenever we started to grow on scale on our 

organic side, we were having a lot of interest in those grains, even thought we were doing 

it primarily for cover crops. Along the way, I met some folks who were interested in 

some different types of grains. And we’ve tried some of the different types of wheat and 

so forth, and we have done a fair amount of that in the past, but right now we’re really 



 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

Billy Carter | 17 

focused on rye, and we grow Abruzzi rye, which is an old variety. The reason we’re 

focused on rye is just a response to the type of land that we farm on. We do a much better 

job with rye because it’s much more tough and durable grain, it’s deeper rooted than most 

modern wheats and oats as well, and barley. It’s just a deeper-rooted crop. It just does 

better whenever we get into dry periods in the spring whenever you’re trying to make the 

fruit, the berries, that rye just holds up better. And because we’ve been focused on rye, 

we’ve developed a number of ways to market it, because rye is not something that’s 

readily marketable otherwise. I mean, you don’t just grow it like you do wheat, where 

you’ve got multiple places. If it’s organic, you’ve got millers, you can either do it for 

animal feed or whatever, and if it fails, if it doesn’t meet any of those, you can even sell it 

as conventional. It’s a terrible loss, but it’s got many ways that you can market—  

particularly wheat. Rye is not so much that way. There’s very few places, but there’s 

some very specific places, and we’ve just sort of cultivated those relationships, because 

it’s a grain that really more closely suits the land that we’re farming on. 

 

[0:26:18.5] 

Kate Medley: And sort of follow that thought as to the relationships that you’ve 

cultivated and what you’re doing with that rye. 

 

[0:26:27.5] 

Billy Carter: Most of the relationships that I was referring to deal with millers, and it 

really started out more focused on wheat and particularly hard red wheat grown 

organically, and we did that and we did it with a moderate amount of success. That’s sort 
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of what gave us an opportunity to sort of be traveling in that circle, and we just came to 

realize, though, that after years of trying to fit a round peg into a square hole, that we 

were really just better at the rye, that there are other places that could do the wheat better. 

You just have to sort of recognize what you’re suited for, and the rye just fit better into 

our program because of that. But, you know, whenever we’re ready to market rye, we 

have two or three millers that we deal with, and after harvest, we’ll take samples, send 

them samples, we’ll send them off. We’ll send them off and have them test it for 

vomitoxins, which are toxins and could potentially be in there, and test weight and so 

forth. They’ll do their own tests. They’ll bake with them and so forth, and if they like 

what it is, then we’ll reach some sort of agreement on how much they want and how 

much they’d like to market it for, which is always different from what I want to market it 

for. And then we also have the same sort of relationship with one malter regularly and 

other malters occasionally, and then the really growing part of what we do with the rye, 

of course, we need a considerable amount. Whenever you’ve got to get a cover crop on 

that many acres, you’re going to use a fair amount of rye yourself, so we grow our own 

cover crop, but we also sell a fair amount to other folks who want to utilize rye as part of 

their winter cover crop on their organic production. 

 

[0:28:19.1] 

Kate Medley: Can you mention a couple of names of millers or malters that you have 

relationships with? 

 

[0:28:23.6] 
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Billy Carter: Yeah. The primary ones that I’d like to mention are Carolina Ground, and 

that’s obviously a good market for us. We used to sell them a fair amount of wheat, but 

now it’s primarily rye that we sell them. We sell conventional. We do have some 

conventional rye, but we sell both conventional and organic rye to Riverbend Malt 

House. So those are the primary ones. The others have been sort of as their need met our 

need, that we’ve dealt with. 

 

[0:28:51.2] 

Kate Medley: From a farming perspective, what’s difficult about growing these organic 

grains in the South? 

 

[0:29:00.2] 

Billy Carter: Well, actually, grains are sort of the low-hanging fruit in an organic 

production system, really, because they’re not that difficult to grow. What’s proven to be 

difficult about it is that the manner in which particularly millers need to acquire, 

particularly if they’re smaller millers, that they need to acquire the grain is a little bit—

it’s not difficult, it’s just they don’t need much and they don’t need it all at once, so 

you’ve got to care for the grain throughout a season. And many of them have made 

accommodations on their side to be able to handle that better. But that’s one of the issues. 

The other issue is—and it’s really not a complaint, but they always have to be able to 

make that product perform in whatever they’re doing, and sometimes you don’t have 

control over the qualities that they’re looking for, so it’s always disappointing when you 

send a sample and they say, “Thank you, but it really doesn’t bake very well,” or, “I can 
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use some of this if I blend it with something else.” But, I mean, that’s understandable, but 

I’m just saying from my side that’s a little disappointing. And one of the other things 

that’s difficult is we, at one point, were very much interested in growing some more of 

the heritage-type wheats in particular whenever we thought that we could do that, and 

those are very interesting to read about, they’re very interesting to see produced, but the 

fact of the matter is that they produce about one-fourth to one-half of modern varieties, 

and they have very interesting characteristics, but it’s very difficult for somebody who’s 

milling that to pay you what they need to pay you to make that work. It’s not a complaint. 

It’s just the function of—and, you know, here in the Southeast, we’re not really well 

positioned to grow grains as well as they do in the Midwest. I mean, anytime that you’re 

dealing with someone, I’m sure—I’m speaking from the viewpoint of a miller—that 

you’re dealing with somebody who’s growing grain in the Southeast, even though you 

may be committed to buying it that way, you’re running a risk of not having a consistent 

supply of the quality of grain that you want, whereas you could probably call a broker 

somewhere in the Midwest who could line you up exactly what you wanted 

instantaneously or at least in a day. 

 

[0:31:31.3] 

Kate Medley: What is that discrepancy due to? 

 

[0:31:33.3] 

Billy Carter: It’s primarily soil and weather. That’s really all it is. 
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[0:31:36.4] 

Kate Medley: The heat? 

 

[0:31:37.0] 

Billy Carter: We have a lot more humidity and heat, and we have poorer soils. That’s 

not as big an issue as just the type of weather that we have, but they’re very much more 

consistent producers of those types of grains. The hard red wheat in particular is 

something that we could do in the Southeast, and there are some better, more modern 

varieties that work reasonably well, but we always run the risk of too much humidity, 

getting fungal diseases or having too much moisture when we go to harvest and it 

affecting and starting to sprout while it’s still in the field and you can’t get it harvested. I 

mean, those are just functions of where we farm. 

 

[0:32:19.1] 

Kate Medley: As someone like myself who didn’t grow up on a farm, let’s get very 

elementary for a second. Tell me what the hard red wheat looks like in the field and what 

the process is like to harvest it. 

 

[0:32:33.0] 

Billy Carter: It’s really very easy. All wheat is really beautiful in the field. The hard red 

doesn’t really distinguish itself that much from others, like soft red or hard white or soft 

white or all the other types. Generally it does tend to have more of a redder tinge, but 

that’s only in the eye of somebody who really knows what they’re looking for. It would 
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be very difficult for the average person just to drive down the highway and be able to 

distinguish. But the hard red is very desirable because it makes bread so much better than 

the soft. The soft is primarily what’s grown in the Southeast, and most of it either goes 

into the animal feed or it goes into making softer types of bread, like pastry-type things 

and crackers. You can use it for milling, for bread, but it has to be really high-quality soft 

red wheat. The hard red wheat just lends itself much more to bread making. But as far as 

the production practices, it’s essentially you sow it in the fall anywhere from mid-

October to mid-November in this part of the world, depending on your own preference, 

really, what the weather’s like. You fertilize it usually twice, starting sometime in early 

February and then again in early March. Then you just let it ripen. It’s a really simple 

crop. All grain is really quite simple. It’s harvested with a combine, a large piece of 

equipment that you can harvest many acres a day with, depending on the size of it. 

Whenever you harvest it, you know, the combine collects it in a bin or hopper that’s on it. 

It’s a self-propelled machine. And when it’s full, you auger that off into trucks. Then the 

trucks take it to your grain bins, you auger it off your trucks into those grain bins, where 

it either goes in long-term storage or you hold it until you’re ready to market it. 

 

[0:34:32.7] 

Kate Medley: So, years ago, my understanding is that communities around the South and 

probably beyond, but a community like Eagle Springs may have had its own community 

mill, and whether it did or didn’t, but do you know much about that history? Then as a 

segue, what is the infrastructure around grain like in the South right now? 
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[0:35:07.6] 

Billy Carter: Whenever the community mills existed—and they did in this area—that 

really predated anything that I was aware of. I can take you to three different locations 

where there were mills and can show you where they set up on creeks and had where they 

diverted water to turn their grist mill, their stones, but none of that stuff still exists. As a 

matter of fact, there’s two or three roads around here that are named like Curry Mill and 

Jackson Mill, and they’re named for the mills that are on the creeks that those roads went 

over, but that really predates any knowledge I have of that. I remember going to a roller 

mill in Ether, North Carolina, when I was a boy, but that was primarily they would take 

the grain that you brought ‘em, corn, wheat, and stuff, and they would grind and make 

animal feed for you. I remember doing that with my dad. That was always an exciting trip 

to go to the roller mill, but that’s not what you’re talking about. It was just interesting. 

The infrastructure now is outside of sort of the artisanal things that are starting to go on in 

terms of smaller mills that want to grind with stones, that’s something that’s starting to 

grow and there’s a lot of interest in, but primarily the infrastructure’s very large. If I were 

just marketing wheat, if it were milling quality, primarily most farmers now just take it to 

the grain elevator, whether they do that at harvest or whether they do it if they’ve 

contracted it for delivery later in the season. You’re just going to the grain elevator and 

unloading it, and they’re the ones who are deciding whether it’s going into animal feed or 

into milling, and they pay you a little differently, and it’s based on the test weight and the 

protein levels and stuff. But almost exclusively the largest amount of grain that’s 

marketed anywhere in the nation and the Southeast now is you’re just taking it to a grain 

elevator, a very large facility where they’re receiving truckload after truckload. 
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[0:37:16.6] 

Kate Medley: It seems from my research that there’s a synergy between tobacco farming 

and grain production. Tell me about that. 

 

[0:37:31.3] 

Billy Carter: Yes, it’s just sort of a natural fit, because whenever we grow our organic 

tobacco, and it’s really true in conventional, but it’s very common to follow that with a 

grain crop, because most grain, and particularly rye that we’ve been talking about, are 

excellent scavengers of anything that’s left from the previous crop, and you tend to 

fertilize your tobacco crop quite well, all areas. You don’t over-fertilize it because then 

you get quality issues if you have too much nitrogen, but as far as all the other 

micronutrients and stuff, you tend to fertilize that crop very well because it responds to it 

and it’s worth the extra tender loving care you give it on the nutritional side. The small 

grain’s just an excellent scavenger behind that. So you get some benefit from the 

previous crop. There’s also the element of tobacco is a cultivated crop. You can’t grow it 

in a no-till situation. It has to be highly cultivated. So whenever you’re finished, the land 

is bare, so it’s a natural inclination, if you’re a decent steward of the land, to want to put a 

cover crop back on it, so it’s just a natural fit. You want to cover that land with a grain 

crop. Grain is something that’s going to scavenge what’s left, so it’s really easy to fit that 

into a reasonable system of operating, you know, because it’s just a natural fit. 

 

[0:38:57.9] 
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Kate Medley: I saw a magazine article the other day mention of a, quote, “Southern 

grain renaissance.” How does that resonate with you? 

 

[0:39:14.2] 

Billy Carter: I’ve tried to—it’s not on record here, but I’ve tried to get the disclaimer 

that I’m really, really on the periphery of all this. I find it really fascinating, actually, and 

I always enjoy being around people who are passionate about things. I’m passionate 

about some things. I wouldn’t say I was real passionate about the Southern grain 

renaissance. I do understand. I do understand that, and I’m not making light of it, but 

most farmers would be very interested in a Southern grain renaissance if it were 

something that was profitable, really, really profitable and fit into a good agronomic 

program. And I’m interested at that level, but I’m also interested because I think it’s nice. 

I think it’s good to review where you’re at and consider if you’re doing things the best 

they could be or if you’ve overlooked something that you’ve left in the past that made 

sense and you just did it because it was the thing to do, to move on to something new. So 

as far as being a true believer and disciple and that, I’m not in that army, but I understand 

it. 

 

[0:40:22.1] 

Kate Medley: Sure. 

 

[0:40:23.2] 

Billy Carter: Sorry. That’s maybe not the answer you wanted, but— 
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[0:40:25.4] 

Kate Medley: No, it’s actually somewhat aligned with what other people who are in the 

middle of grain production in the South, it’s similar with how they responded. They 

would love for that to be the case. 

 

[0:40:40.1] 

Billy Carter: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

 

[0:40:43.5] 

Kate Medley: Billy, what do you think is the biggest obstacle—and this may be 

redundant to some of our earlier conversation, but what do you think is the biggest 

obstacle to growing the grain industry in the South? 

 

[0:40:58.9] 

Billy Carter: We sort of touched on that earlier, and it’s something that’s at counter-

purposes. The problem is—one of the problems is there’s no element of consistency and 

scale to it. See, the problem is, is that we are where we are in terms of doing things 

because of consistency and scale, and I think that’s inherent in any sort of novel or new 

approach to growing and marketing grain, that it’s going to be more of the smaller scale, 

and that’s just inherently—unless there’s built-in profit for the farmer to do that, 

sometimes it almost becomes more of a nuisance, but I don’t mean that in a derogatory 
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way. I’m just being honest. There’s a lot about this that’s exciting, but there’s a lot about 

it from just trying to make your farm work correctly that’s it’s a management issue. 

 

[0:42:01.0] 

Kate Medley: Is there a crop that you’ll plant more of next year? What’s growing for 

you? Not literally, but— 

 

[0:42:11.9] 

Billy Carter: We’re kind of in an interesting time. We had been on a very large 

escalation in organic tobacco in the previous ten years, and that market contracted last 

year, primarily because of—I alluded to it earlier—a division of the company that I told 

tobacco to. So that was a contraction, so that was sort of a dropback for us in that regard. 

But we’re sort of in an interesting time right now because—you can edit this however 

you want. I’m going to give you the full discourse here. So, generally, whenever the 

overall economy is struggling, for some weird reason the farm economy usually is doing 

well. That sounds very simple and it’s probably not always true, but in economics, farm 

economics, you’re told that and we’ve experienced that. So this farm in particular did 

very well all through from 2008 through 2015, as most farms did. And the counter side of 

that is whenever the overall economy is really doing well, the farm economy is suffering. 

So we’re sort of in that cycle right now, to where all commodity prices are not 

particularly good, the corn, wheat, soybeans, things that are just marketed as 

commodities. There’s plenty of it being grown elsewhere in the world, and that includes 

tobacco. The dollar is still fairly high valued, so our product is simply priced higher 
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because of the value of our currency, because everything’s traded globally. It’s sent a lot 

of folks into looking for different alternatives, sent them into areas where people—a 

space people were already in, in terms of produce crops and so forth, so there’s a plenty 

good supply of that. So that depresses prices. 

So it’s kind of an interesting time. It’s just one of—unfortunately, I’ve been in it 

long enough that I’ve seen these cycles and experienced these cycles and realize it’s 

probably not an inflection point in terms of something being dramatically different, it’s 

just part of a cycle. So right now, you know, we’re sort of focused on just doing what we 

have been doing very well. We’re a very diverse farm anyway, and we always are 

considering other things. Like I said earlier, we played with stevia for four years and 

really think that that’s an opportunity that might exist one time because there’s essentially 

none grown in the U.S., and if that is the sweetener that wins the battle in terms of natural 

low-calorie sweeteners, then ultimately there will be a US industry. But we had 

production issues we couldn’t overcome, and then there were also extraction issues, but 

we never got to the point of that being the issue. So we’re always trying things. I mean, 

we’re considering doing some industrial hemp this time. We’ve been to meetings, we’ve 

had exploration of that, so we’re always looking. But in terms of really the focus that I 

have now is just making sure that we are minding our financial very closely during a time 

where the economy’s a little tighter on the farm. 

 

[0:45:34.4] 

Kate Medley: Switching gears a little bit, talk to someone who’s out in California and 

may never get the chance to visit, and describe to them what it looks like here. 
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[0:45:52.4] 

Billy Carter: Well, North Carolina’s a very interesting state, very diverse, from beautiful 

beaches to the highest mountain east of the Mississippi, and everything in between, and 

you’re in a particular part of North Carolina that’s unique. It’s called the Sandhills of 

North Carolina, and it’s supposedly the remnants of where our coastline used to be. It’s 

very sandy soil. Most of the soil we tend is known as a Candor sand, which means the 

topsoil layer, which is like generally 25 inches deep, is 95 percent sand, as are the subsoil 

layers. So that’s kind of unique. Everything in the eastern part of the state of North 

Carolina is sandier, but most of it is loamy sand or sandy loam, which is better soil. But 

in this area the native pine is the longleaf pine. It’s a very attractive tree. Most of the 

Piedmont of North Carolina, which are heavier soils, the loblolly pine is more 

predominant, but in this part of the world, we have longleafs and they’re very attractive 

trees, they produce very long needles, but there are lots of other types of pines here. So 

you see a lot of that. We do have some hills, but they’re not as common as they are a little 

further west and north of us. It’s a very interesting place. It’s a very attractive place. I 

don’t know. 

 

[0:47:28.0] 

Kate Medley: How many people live in Eagle Springs? 

 

[0:47:30.9] 
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Billy Carter: Oh, goodness. Eagle Springs is not incorporated, so it’s really just a postal 

zip code, its just a zip code, and in that there’s probably 1,000 people, but really in the 

little town of Eagle Springs there’s about 200. 

 

[0:47:48.6] 

Kate Medley: And six of them reside under this roof. [Laughter] 

 

[0:47:51.1] 

Billy Carter: Yeah. 

 

[0:47:52.0] 

Kate Medley: Are these longleaf pines that I’m looking at on your wall? 

 

[0:47:55.4] 

Billy Carter: No, that’s loblolly. My wife just liked these prints. But that’s loblolly and 

this is actually a pine that grows primarily in Italy, as is this one, and the other one is one 

that grows primarily in Florida. Longleaf pine is less common. It’s called Pinus palustris, 

and it’s actually native from southern Virginia all the way into eastern Texas, but it’s 

primarily now grown or grows from, like, northern Mississippi into North Carolina, and 

it’s a very interesting tree. It grows well on these types of soils because it has a very deep 

taproot and it gets down to where the moisture is, so it’s very well adapted. There used to 

be in this area, before it was farmed and drawn into sort of the modern ways of doing 

things, there used to be an understory of what’s called wiregrass. That was another native 
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species, and it often burned. It was just because when it was not being managed like 

everything is managed now, it often burned, and the longleaf pine is very adept at 

handling fire, and that’s the reason it was the predominant pine species in this area, 

because the other pines would succumb to this regular fires that came through. But 

there’s something about it that it can just tolerate flames a lot better than a lot of pines. 

 

[0:49:28.9] 

Kate Medley: Why farming? What do you like about your job? You can do anything in 

the world. Why farming? 

 

[0:49:37.2] 

Billy Carter: At this point in my life, I’m not sure I could do anything else in the world, 

but you’re right, I understand your question. Well, first of all, I like making the decisions 

for the outcomes that I will be involved in. I like that. I don’t have a problem working 

with other people, I enjoy working with other people, but I like making the decisions for 

myself. I find it very rewarding whenever you take a crop from start to finish and you get 

so involved in it sometimes that you don’t realize how miraculous what you’re doing is. 

And I like the idea that a lot of what we do, not all of it, but a lot of what we do is 

providing for people’s needs who don’t have the ability or interest in doing it for 

themselves. I like the concept of working the land as a gift. It’s not a right that I have, it’s 

not like it really matters what I do because it’s me. It only matters because of how well I 

do it, to present it to the next person who gets that opportunity. That means a lot to me, 

just to think that unless it’s all developed, somebody’s going to be behind me, and I hope 
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they say, “Well, this was left right.” So many of the farms that we go on to, you know, 

you don’t make judgments about people, but, like, if there’s a farm that’s been tended by 

someone else, even my workers, it goes down to that level because a lot of them have 

done it so long, they say, “This guy knew what he was doing. This is right.” Or we go in 

and say, “Man, this is a mess. We’ve got a lot to do here.” So, you know, when we’re 

done, I don’t want anybody to say, “He left a mess.” It’s meaningful to me. And, you 

know, I don’t know that any of my children will farm. We’ve gone to great lengths to try 

to not create farmers, to give them the impression that this is the only thing they can do 

because their dad liked it. So I don’t know that any of them will, but if they do, I’d like 

for there to be an opportunity. That’s one of the reasons that we’ve tried to grow even 

whenever it probably at times would have made sense to sort of stabilize and plateau and 

just minded what you were doing if you were just planning on running out the string, but, 

you know, we want that opportunity to be there for them if they want it, and I really feel 

like they need to want it, you know, because it’s not an easy—it’s very cyclical. It’s been 

very good to us, but there’s times when, you know, you have those periods of time where 

you just really don’t know how you’re going to pay these bills or pay those bills. And 

then there’s other times when, you know, you’re making enough money, you’re putting 

back to provide for those times when you don’t know. So you just have to be really 

diligent. That’s been kind of a challenge for us because we’ve been on a tremendous 

growth trajectory, even though I allude to the fact that it’s been thirty years and most 

folks would say thirty years is not a fast trajectory, but in farming it really is. 

 

[0:52:43.1] 
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Kate Medley: Billy, on a personal note, will you introduce us to your wife, maybe tell us 

how y’all met? 

 

[0:52:49.8] 

Billy Carter: You want me to literally introduce you to her? 

 

[0:52:52.1] 

Kate Medley: No, just in conversation. 

 

[0:52:55.0] 

Billy Carter: My wife’s name is Paige. She accuses me of bait-and-switch in terms of 

how I presented what we’d be doing in our married life, but I think she appreciates where 

we’re at. I think she likes that we’re not tied to jobs that everybody else dictates what we 

do. We’ve been really fortunate. She also graduated from NC State. She went to Medical 

Technology School at Bowman Gray, and she’d worked in the laboratory at the hospital 

for the first few years of our marriage, until we had children, and we’ve been really 

fortunate that she’s been, since then, just a mother and been able to be at home full-time, 

because with that many children, at the distance that we live from most things that we do, 

to have her job description as transportation, but it’s also providing a place where they 

are comfortable, but not to the point where they don’t understand they have obligations 

not only to us, but to community as a whole. She’s been very good at making sure they 

stay involved and dedicated to a lot of things, including church and music and sports and 

their academics. So it’s been a really good arrangement for us. I can’t say that at times it 
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hasn’t been trying for her, because it just takes a lot of time, and I’ve learned now to 

whine, because she’s got a list that’s different from mine that she’d like to whine about. 

So it’s been good, I think. 

 

[0:54:32.4] 

Kate Medley: And before we started recording, you were telling me about your children. 

 

[0:54:36.6] 

Billy Carter: Yeah. So we’re really blessed to have five children, and they range in age 

from eight—actually, I’m sorry. Leah, that’s nine, to age twenty-one. We have Leah, who 

is in fourth grade; Isaac, who is in sixth grade; John, who is in eighth grade; Caroline, 

who is in tenth grade; and Hannah, who is a senior in college. 

 

[0:55:02.0] 

Kate Medley: Great. And then my last question for you—and then I’ll open it up for 

other comments that you’d like to make—what do you foresee and hope for Carter Farms 

in the next few years and beyond? 

 

[0:55:21.3] 

Billy Carter: That’s a good question, and obviously a lot of what I do now, because our 

farm has grown, is I spend a lot of time actually in the office planning and making 

provisions for the work that’s got to be done. Farming’s a little different for me because I 

actually probably haven’t been on a tractor in ten years. I have excellent help that can 
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handle those things. So a lot of my work is management of the financials and the 

agronomics and all the parts that have to be taken care of. But in terms of where we’d 

like to be, obviously we want to continue to provide a good life for our children in terms 

of not having to be worried about the finances of going through college and getting 

established in their careers, and be able to, if there is an interest on any of their part, to 

have something here that they could come home to and be involved in. My folks didn’t 

really have the resources, the infrastructure when I came home, but they had a 

willingness to help me however they could, and, you know, I’m deeply appreciative of 

that and become more appreciative with time of that. But we’d like to be able to offer 

them more than that if they wanted to come home, but we also want them to have a place 

that they like coming home to because their mom and dad are happy and there’s a place 

for them, even if they choose not to farm. I know your question’s really more about what 

the business will be doing and that type of thing, but so much of what we’ve done has 

always been about what it means to us, you know, what it provides for us more so than 

what’s the next crop. I mean, that’s an element, obviously, what we do or who the next 

person you’re going to sell to is. It’s about the overall scheme of what the farm provides 

to us as a family. 

 

[0:57:17.5] 

Kate Medley: Great. That concludes my questions. Is there anything, Billy, that I haven’t 

asked you about that you’d like to share with us? 

 

[0:57:26.0] 
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Billy Carter: No, you were very thorough. [Laughter] 

 

[0:57:29.1] 

Kate Medley: Well, thank you so much. 

 

[0:57:31.7] 

Billy Carter: I can tell that you’ve done this before. 

 

[0:57:33.7] 

Kate Medley: A time or two. [Laughter] 

 

[End of interview] 


