Gitto Grown

Just one of the many daily farm chores he is responsible for, Jim Gitto,
13, replaces buckets of fresh water for the calves.
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trip along most country roads offers standard yet static views of the area:
expansive fields sprouting crops, cattle dotting hills, gravel driveways carving
paths to older houses and barns and clusters of trees obscuring silos.
But slow down to Sunday driver speed between Watertown and Milford on County
Highway Q and you just might catch a glimpse of the hustle and bustle on one particular farm.
Characterized by white buildings surrounding a circle drive, this farm stands out for
more than just outward appearances. Rather, its uniqueness can only be described by
meeting the family who resides there and understanding their knack for organic farming and cooking.
Greg and Carol Gitto, along with eight of their 10 children, work together to make
Gitto Family Farm n Kitchen a successful business.
The focus of the farm has always been split between raising a small herd of Jersey
and Jersey/Holstein-cross cows and growing organic vegetables on six of its 60 acres.
However, with the harsh reality of dairy’s high costs and low returns, the family has put
slightly more emphasis on producing vegetables. In doing so, their yield doubled the
first two years and has continued to grow ever since. Last year they even expanded
their business by introducing homemade tortillas.

A

he abundance of work that needs to
get done each day is a fairly even
match for the many hands working
together. Even though two of the Gittos’ oldest,
Tom, 25, and Steve, 23, have since married and
moved off the farm, there is never a dull
moment or shortage of help with the rest still
around, including Tony, 23; Joe, 21; twins Laura
and Katie, 19; Tim, 17; Rachel 15, Jim, 13; and
Ben, 9.
Cross-training is imperative for the farm to run
smoothly with four children still being homeschooled and needing time to study. “Everyone
has some specific jobs, and then after their specific jobs are over they jump into someone else’s
job,” said Greg. “Or the greatest need,” added his
wife, Carol. For instance, the whole family helps
with harvesting Fridays during the vegetable
season, and sometimes they have to drop everything to make tortillas if a large order comes in.
Yet the family isn’t all work and no play.
“We can do things usually in the evening or
we’ll just try to cram more work into certain
days so we can afford to have a day off,” said
Laura.
Her father gave an example of how they
made time to go bowling on a Sunday night
after milking. “The cows take a lot of flexibility
Carol Gitto adds more greens to a basket during the outout of it because they have to be done morning
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and night,” said Greg, “(but) we can make time
State Capitol Square in April.
for the things we want to do.”
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Having moved around the state numerous
times, from Menomonee Falls and North Lake up
to Black River Falls and down to Richland Center, the family has nearly come full circle by traveling to
Watertown in 2006 — a place they have called home the longest to date.
“The neighbors around here have been tremendous,” said Greg, adding that the neighbors helped them
out and made them feel welcome even though they were new to the area. The Internet makes it possible
for them to stay connected with friends even if distance separates them, though the family has some
friends nearby in Rubicon and Waukesha County.
The Gittos chose this area to live because Watertown is halfway between the farmers market hubs of
Milwaukee and Madison. Currently they sell their products at several markets in Dane and Waukesha
counties. Some of what they sell includes their certified organic vegetables, fruit and salad mixes, pesto,
grass-fed ground beef, natural pork and tortillas.
"The plan when we moved here was to convert this farm to organic,” said Greg, who noted they started
milking cows and growing vegetables a few years prior to their move to Watertown with the intent of
becoming self-sufficient.
Another goal they had when they started the farm was to work with their whole family.
“Sometimes it comes with a little bit of a price, because you can’t fire them — if you fire them they’ll
hang around anyways,” Greg joked. “But it’s extremely rewarding.”
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Joe Gitto, 21,
washes the harvested greens
during springtime.
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Back to the basics
What is organic?
Organic is a labeling term that indicates that the food or
other agricultural product has been produced through
approved methods that integrate cultural, biological and
mechanical practices that foster cycling of resources, promote ecological balance and conserve biodiversity.
Synthetic fertilizers, sewage sludge, irradiation and genetic
engineering may not be used.
Systems and practices:
— Cover crops.
— Green and animal manures.
— Crop rotations.
— Rotational grazing and mixed forage pastures.
— Elimination of synthetic pesticides, hormones and
antibiotics.
— Focus on renewable resources and soil and water conservation.
Environmental benefits:
— Reduced pesticide residues in water and food.
— Reduced nutrient pollution.
— Improved soil tilth, soil organic matter and productivity.
— Lower energy use.
— Reduced carbon levels in the atmosphere.
— Enhanced biodiversity.
— Information provided by the USDA
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Organic Outlook
F
or the Gittos, farming organic fits well with
their outlook on life. “We just think that
farming naturally, more or less, without pesticides or herbicides is the right way to do it,” said
Greg, adding he wouldn’t put anyone else down for
farming differently since each way has its own benefits. “One of the good things about farming is you
can do it your own way, and we just chose this way
to feed our family as well as provide for others.”
Many small-scale farms are following suit to avoid
competition with the much larger dairy farms. As of
2011, at least 25 certified organic farms call Dodge
and Jefferson counties home, and the number is
growing, according to the Wisconsin Department of
Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Production.
“Since we do dairy and we have livestock and
vegetables and some crops that we rent on a few
acres, there’s not much more that we could be
doing,” said Greg.

Rachel
Gitto, 15,
harvests
greens
inside the
hoop
house in
January.

ithin its self-sustaining microcosm, the Gitto farm combines
modern technology with ancient farm practices to make a
product both farmer and consumer can be proud of.
Some of their growing practices include using a greenhouse to
start some plants, and high tunnel (or hoop house) to extend the
season by continuing growth late in the fall and starting early in
the spring.
The Gittos put up the high tunnel last fall, which proved to be a
good investment because of the mild winter.
“If we had gotten a streak of 10 degrees below (zero), the ground
would have probably frozen,” said Greg, noting only a few nights
that dipped into the single digits. “A high tunnel is not set up to go
through the winter season, but we didn’t really have a winter.” For
that reason, greens were able to grow throughout the entire season.
Since a high tunnel does not insulate itself from the weather outside, time spent covered or uncovered has to be monitored closely
to ensure plants get enough sunlight while staying protected from
the wind and cold.
“It’s very labor-intensive,” said Greg. “We have to watch the
weather closely. If it is sunny out we uncover it, but if we uncover it
on a cloudy day the greens will freeze.” He explained that even if it
is 20 degrees outside, on a sunny day it will be about 70 degrees
inside the high tunnel, but on a cloudy day it won’t get much higher inside than the temperature outside.
Doing chores by hand also requires more effort and time than
conventional farming. For example, organic farmers
Continued
do not have the convenience of spraying herbicide
on page 30
on vine crops to kill the weeds. “We have to make
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sure they (the
plants) are cleaned
by hand, and we
go through and pull weeds by hand,”
said Greg. “Otherwise we end up suffering the consequence if the weeds
take over.”
reg joked that organic farmers
like him have been compared
to Santa Claus. “We do a lot of hoe,
hoe, hoeing,” he said with a laugh.
While the Gittos use a wand and
hose to water the rows of plants,
they also use drip tape irrigation to
speed up the process. Drip tape irrigation helps farmers use water efficiently because the tubing is placed
directly at the plants’ roots to avoid
water runoff and evaporation.
“(Farming organic) is not just the
absence of something or farming by
neglect. It’s different ways of building
soil, managing the land and taking
care of the environment,” explained
Greg.
All the rewards that come with
organic farming are equally met with
challenges, however.
At least three years must pass
since the last time a prohibitive substance has been applied to the land,
and during that time anything grown
Continued
from page 29
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Above, the Gittos transplant peas by hand in April 2010. Below, Steve
Gitto, 23, is shown staking to tie peas up the following month. Nearly six
acres are used to plant certified organic fruits and vegetables while the
remaining land is pasture for the cows. Included are broccoli, peppers,
tomatoes, potatoes, beans, beets, Brussels sprouts, carrots, cauliflower,
cucumbers, garlic, kohlrabi, spring mixes, greens, lettuce, spinach,
onions, peas, squash, watermelon and ground cherries.
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there is considered transitional and
must be labeled that way.
hrough the use of crop rotation, cover cropping and green
manure among many other
techniques, “the land has to be better
when you’re done than when you started,” said Greg, summing up the motto
for organic farming.
Part of the scrupulous process for a
product to meet the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA) certified organic standards includes enduring extensive paperwork, yearly inspections and high expenses with a certifying agency.
“Every seed that goes in the ground
we have to have a seed packet to show
them,” said Greg. “Anything that we use
anywhere on the farm has to have a
receipt and label with it, and they want
to see it all.”
He noted it can sometimes take a
week to get all the paperwork in order
for the appointment which can last
about eight hours. For that reason,
Carol advises anyone who is thinking
about getting into organic farming to
“keep track of everything, from crop
rotation to plans,” to which Greg added,
“you better like hard work, because it’s
a lot of hours.”
Many factors contribute to organic
products costing more than their conventional counterparts.
Greg explained the reasons organic
farmers get somewhat of a premium
price for their products: “The cost to be
certified is a percentage of our gross
plus a sizable sum that goes with our
application, and the labor is so much
more intensive. There’s a significant
investment in being certified so the customer knows the rules are being followed.”
Though all of the products the Gittos
sell are made with organic techniques,
by law they can only label and market
their vegetables as certified organic by
the Midwest Organic Services
Association (MOSA), which is accredited
as an organic certifier by the USDA.
Gitto Family Farm n Kitchen also
belongs to the Wisconsin Fresh Fruit
and Vegetable Association.
“It’s an enjoyable life if it’s what you
like doing,” said Greg. “It’s very rewarding to provide healthy products to people who appreciate them.”
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Shown above is a selection of the Gittos’ certified organic vegetables.
Included are peppers, potatoes, red and gold beets, broccoli, carrots,
cheddar and white cauliflower, Swiss chard, zucchini, purple cabbage,
red and gold beets, cucumbers, green romaine lettuce, patty pan squash
and carnival squash.
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Making
tortillas
Above, Tim Gitto, 17, drops a ball of dough
into the press while his sister Katie, 19,
and father, Greg, cook the flattened tortillas
on a griddle. At right, Laura Gitto, 19,
places the bagged and sealed tortilla packages
on a rack to cool at the Rock Lake Activity
Center kitchen. During an 11-hour shift,
the Gittos can produce approximately 300
packages with six tortillas in each.
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hen the Gittos started going to farmers markets, they thought it might be a hit to sell
fresh, local tortillas along with their vegetables. Their instincts were right. They have been actively
selling tortillas at farmers markets since the start of 2011.
It felt only natural for the Gittos, who have a 25 percent Mexican heritage, to make and sell a product that
has been an integral part of their lives.
“We have a Mexican background, so we have always
used tortillas a lot in our meals,” said Laura.
The family learned to make the soft flatbreads from
friends in Canada in 2010. After spending a week there
learning the tricks of the trade, the Gittos brought back
some old, small equipment with them and started renting
kitchen space to have enough room to set up shop.
They are currently the sole renters of the licensed
kitchen at Rock Lake Activity Center in Lake Mills. There
they make their own tortillas and process vegetables.
A licensed kitchen gives the Gittos the capability of
doing value-added things with their vegetables, such as
making pesto or salsa.
“If we want to make a salsa pack and chop veggies for
that and have it ready to go, we can do that here,” said
Carol. “So we’ll see how much we expand that way this
year. Time will tell.”
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To do so, they must sell vegetables either cut up in their
raw state or frozen.
But the main focus in the kitchen is the tortilla-making
which is run like an assembly line.
Every batch of their tortillas is hand-measured, mixed,
weighed out (about 1,400 grams), divided, rounded (into
36 dough balls), proofed (about half an hour), pressed
(about five seconds), cooked (on the griddle), flipped,
cooled (using a fan), bagged, sealed, cooled and weighed
again (in packages), labeled, toted and sold (usually by a
Gitto).
Laura described the press as two hot plates coming
together that have to be adjusted constantly to get the
right size and temperature (around 380 degrees).
“It takes a lot of talent and mechanical ability to run the
press,” said Greg.
Once the tortillas are flipped on the griddle, they should
blow up like a balloon and should not have any holes
burned in them. Any defects are promptly discarded and
used as a nice treat for their dog, Bruiser, when they get
back home.
Supply and demand plays a pivotal role in making tortillas.
The family could potentially make more tortillas in winter
when there aren’t as many markets for vegetables and they
have less work to do, but there is also less of a demand. The

problem compounds itself in the summertime because they are very busy going to
five markets where there is high demand
for both vegetables and tortillas.
herefore, finding the time to
devote to this new commodity
can often prove difficult.
“Especially with the vegetable season
coming on, it’s hard to take two days off
the farm to go make tortillas,” said Greg.
Each day in the kitchen spans between
10 and 12 hours, which can feel like a
long time when you’re constantly on your
feet and standing under a heat source.
The hard work is worth it though. An
average 11-hour day yields about 300
packs with six tortillas in each.
Since the tortillas are made fresh and
do not contain any preservatives, they
usually only last four to five weeks as
long as they are refrigerated. But there is
an exception to that rule: “Once you eat
one they don’t last very long, because
you eat the rest of them right away,”
chuckled Greg.
Both the whole wheat and white flour
tortillas have a thin, pliable texture and
do not taste pasty as some commercially
sold products do.
Comments the family has received
have all been positive but for different
reasons. Some people like what one customer described as a “distinctive but not
overwhelming wheat taste,” while others,
like Greg, are sold on the fact that they
are “thin but don’t tear apart when you
load them up.”
The Gittos always look for ways to
expand and improve — whether it’s what
they produce, how they market or where
they sell — and they especially welcome
comments and suggestions from their customers.
Their secret ingredient? It must be one
of the six — whole wheat flour, nonhydrogenated sunflower oil, water, sea
salt, vinegar and baking soda — or the
heart that goes into making them.
If you’re looking to buy tortillas directly
from the Gittos at the farmers market, be
sure to get there early. In case they run
out before you get there, their tortillas can
also be found at the following retail outlets: Outpost Natural Foods in Milwaukee,
the Willy Street Co-ops in Madison and
Metcalfe’s Sentry in Madison and
Wauwatosa.
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