Lower  Georges Valley Road twists through terrain unlike the rolling fields of nearby Penns or Nittany Valleys.  There are deep wrinkles in the rock formations as you snake through farms that kilter up and down steep hillsides. It feels intimate, like the mountains are giving you a hug.


Tamarack Farm covers 27 acres of shale and limestone terrain, none flat, along Penns Creek and between Egg Hill and First Mountain. Mike and Janice Arthur bought the land in 1991and started farming when they weren’t busy being geologists. Mike, a California native, is a professor at Penn State and Janice used to work for Nittany Geosciences before their second daughter was born and she stayed home. 

 Janice, from Tunkhannock in northeastern PA, was intrigued by sheep and their original flock of four has grown to 110 Icelandic and Merinos. The animals are regal, with ornate curved horns and dreadlock coats, and vociferous around dinner time, braying insistently when they see a family member head for the barn.

Daughters Paige, 18, ready to start Penn State, and Tess, 14, are involved in caring for the animals and share in the farm tasks of feeding the animals and hunting for the eggs that are scattered throughout yard.  “It’s like Easter every day,” smiled Tess, who is most protective of her flock, as she knelt down to pick up a blue green egg from an Aracana hen.  With fanciful labels, the transparent egg cartons that the Arthur family uses to sell the eggs at the farmers market show a range of colors so pretty that a dozen eggs makes an impressive gift.   


Visiting the farm around dinnertime and sharing in some of the more pleasant farm chores is a window into another world.  The tasks --putting out hay for the sheep, picking greens for market, moving the chicken tractor to another 6 by 8 patch of lawn—have an easy cadence. Being there feels like a “Babe” movie, the sheep bray expectantly, the chickens cluck and bob.
 The family is in tune with the rhythms of the season, but their respect for what they raise is deeper. Jan spins the sheep’s wool into yarn as soft as down; some of the wool is washed and carded elsewhere and comes back as batts ready for her felting projects.  Jan makes handbags, scarves, ornaments and soap sacks from the sheep’s wool.  Tiny bits of wool and felt become children’s fairy wands and earrings or ornaments.  

“We started out raising sheep to breed them and then reluctantly got into the meat business; now that part is a big deal,” said Mike, describing how the activities at the farm have progressed over the years. “We added greens and vegetables to sell at the market, concentrating on heirloom and odd varieties, to diversify so we’d always have something to offer.  I still go to my office but for some reason, growing tasty spinach is much more satisfying than writing papers,’ said Mike, who turned 60 last month.


Arts festival week is a good time to recognize those who make the world a better place to live by recognizing the beauty around us, especially to those who deepen our appreciation of the natural world. Thanks to all the artists and artistic farmers in Central PA; we are the lucky ones.  
Tamarack Farm sells lamb, vegetables, herbs, eggs, tanned sheep skins, hand crafted items and herb blends at the Millheim Market on Saturday between 9 and 1 and at the Boalsburg Market on Tuesdays between 2 and 6.  They also sell products during the winter at the Spirng Mills market in the Gregg Township Building, where Jan often demonstrates how to spin yarn from loose roving on her spinning wheel.

The following recipe is from the recipe collection of the Arthur family.

Grilled Lamb Chops with Orange Pesto
(Yields four servings)
8 lamb chops (about 1" thick)
One fourth cup orange juice
2 tablespoons cream or milk
1 teaspoon grated orange zest
Pesto:
2 cups fresh basil
1 tablespoon fresh mint or orange mint leaves (optional)
2 tablespoons toasted pine nuts
2 to 3 cloves garlic
One half cup Parmesan cheese, grated
One half  cup olive oil
 
            Make pesto by grinding basil, mint leaves, pine nuts, garlic, Parmesan cheese, and olive oil in a blender or food processor. Beat in cream (or milk), orange zest, and orange juice (optional: use pre-made pesto and add milk, zest, and juice).
            Grill lamb chops over a hot charcoal fire, four to six minutes per side (depending on preferred doneness). Spread pesto on plate and place chops on pesto. Garnish with fresh basil leaves.
