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Single, but not alone: Farmers too busy for love 

Some in Morris say demands of the farm make blue-ribbon romances difficult 

BY LAURA BRUNO                      DAILY RECORD 

Anne Giller never had trouble getting dates before. An attractive, smart woman with a keen sense of humor, Giller didn't imagine that following her life's dream would leave her in a dating drought. 

Five years ago, Giller left her job as an administrative manager at a fuel supply company to pursue running an organic farm in Rockaway Township. 

She soon found out the suburban haven for families with young children wasn't conducive to dating. 

Most of her clients are mothers. 

"The majority of people in suburbia have a house and a family in it already," Giller says. "Most of the men I meet are already taken." 

While city folk find dating a minefield of complications and angst, America's single farmers can beat their worst tale of woe. Try traveling 200 miles, round-trip, for a dance. Or breaking a date on account of a sick steer. 

Single farmers, male and female, from suburban New Jersey to the Kansas plains, say it's increasingly difficult to find someone willing to play second fiddle to the demands of a farm. It's hard selling a life of isolation, time constraints and economic uncertainty. Plus, the pool of available mates keeps shrinking. 

"There is a lack of time ... I have 8 billion children to watch over," Giller says, referring to the many fruit, vegetable, herb and flower plants she grows. 

Single-handedly running Dégagé Gardens, Giller keeps a hectic year-round pace. When not harvesting, she is stripping seeds, drying herbs and crafting flower sachets and ointments. Her days can begin at 7 a.m., end at 1 a.m. 

The 39-year-old Giller wants to share her life with a man who makes her laugh and supports her dreams. She's even willing to make time for him, potentially losing money, but she's just not sure how to find him. 

While churches and communities historically provided matchmaking forums, they are no longer adequate, says Paul Lasley, a sociology professor at Iowa State University. With shrinking farmland in New Jersey and across the country, small farmers find themselves increasingly isolated and working long hours to stay afloat. 

The U.S. Census Bureau offers no data on single farmers, but there were 2.1 million farms in 2002, down from 3.1 million in 1964. The average farmer's age is 55. In New Jersey, the picture is no different. There were 9,900 farms in 2002, compared with 10,640 in 1964. 

Slim pickens 

So, if Giller's got it tough less than 50 miles outside of New York City, imagine Eric Fynaardt's plight. 

The 23-year-old Searsboro, Iowa, crop farmer is searching for a wife, not just a roll in the hay. 

But, in his town of 150 people, a scant 10 are single. And only two of them are women. 

"Women think we're hillbilly hicks tied to our land,"Fynaardt says. "We're looked down upon. Girls say, 'I don't want to date him, I don't want to go back to the farm. I want to explore city life.'" 

Fynaardt has turned to Internet dating sites to help. Some, like Fynaardt, see the Web as their last frontier of hope. 

A new Web site, www.farmersonly.com, has sought to specifically fill the need of dating-challenged farmers. 

Though big Web sites boast thousands of members, the rural set found it was still slim pickings for them, says Jerry Miller, founder of farmersonly.com. 

You don't have to be a farmer to join the site, but you have to "understand the traditional farm values," he says. A married publicist for the Alpaca Owners and Breeders Association, Miller started the site to help despairing farmer friends. 

"There are a lot of lonely people out there," Miller says. 

Thanks to widespread media attention, Miller says membership surged recently to 10,000. He kicked off the site in May with a couple hundred people. 

'Tragically hard' 

Tami Linne, a 42-year-old combine and tractor driver in Burr Oak, Iowa credits the new Web site for boosting her spirits. 

"It's tragically hard out here," Linne says. "I don't want to be alone the rest of my life." 

A divorced mother of three, Linne says the men she meets are either too young, too old, too married or too busy. The bar 10 miles away boasts a jukebox and a swarm of college students. But she's looking for a partner, not a drinking buddy. 

Farmersonly.com opened new worlds to Linne. She tried other dating Web sites, but the men she found there were city slickers. Now, she talks to men who know the difference between tractors and combines. 

"Nobody had anything in common with me," Linne says. "They all lived in the city. Why would they be interested in a farm girl?" 

Blain Newsome is a farmersonly.com convert too. The 24-year-old Dublin, Ohio, equestrian coach at a horse farm was wary of Web dating. But after checking out farmersonly.com, Newsome changed her mind. 

Just two months into her online experiment, she met Chris, a 27-year-old farm equipment salesman. They've been on two dates. The first to a restaurant, the second to the zoo. A third is in the works. 

"There's no way we would have met otherwise," Newsome said. "I spend 24/7 at the farm." 

Tough lifestyle 

A former president of Future Farmers of America, Newsome tried dating city boys. It never worked. 

"I don't want to babysit some city boy who is afraid of stepping in poop," Newsome said. 

Frank Carrajat of Mendham recently celebrated his one-year wedding anniversary and says it wasn't easy finding someone like his wife. Someone who would understand when he needs to wake up at 3 a.m. to plow snow and not return home for two days. 

Because even during the winter, he's got crazy hours, filling in the downtime on his hay farm with plowing snow and selling firewood in the winter. 

"A lot of girls were scared to get on tractor, she hopped right on," Carrajat says of his wife, who works on a horse farm. 

Carrajat, 26, opted not to attend college and went straight into farming, so it was a struggle to date before meeting his wife. He dated college girls and had a hard time adjusting to their schedules. 

"Girls I dated wanted to go out at 10 p.m. and I wanted to go to sleep," Carrajat says. 

Embracing a farmer means embracing their lifestyle and that's not for the faint of heart, says Kurt Alstede, a married Chester Township farmer. 

"It's a very challenging way to make a living," Alstede says. "Downtime means a 40-hour week and a relatively free weekend." 

But that's only two or three months out of the year --December through February. By mid-March, work on the farm is heating up again. Farmers easily work 100 hours a week, Alstede says. 

"The Norman Rockwell illusion of farming doesn't exist,"Alstede says. "There's adversity and pressure." 

Against the odds 

It wasn't easy 30 or 40 years ago either, he says, but there was more in the way of community that brought people together. There's less of that today, in addition to fewer farmers. 

Daniel Farrand, in Washington Township, says the lifestyle made it tough to date. He remembered how women didn't appreciate getting called on a rainy Saturday afternoon for a date later that night. 

"I figured I was free then, so I'd call," Farrand says with a laugh. 

Farrand joined a ski club and met his wife, Janet, now married for more than 20 years. 

The farm crisis of the 1980s did make things more difficult, says Lasley at Iowa State said. Children were discouraged from pursuing a farmer's life, he said. Farmers' children were sent to college. Many didn't return. 

David Stigge says that's his reality. Girls at his Kansas high school left for college and never looked back. Stigge and his brother remained on his family's farm, overseeing 900 head of cattle and hundreds of acres of wheat, corn and alfalfa. 

Now, 53 and never married, the Kansas farmer says he has given up completely. 

Stigge dates, but the women never understand the farm is his priority. He attended Singles in Agriculture, the 20-year-old national organization with 650 members, that originally served as a dating service. He's dropped out of his local chapter since the group evolved into more of a recreational club. 

The odds are against him, Stigge knows. Farm life can't compete with the glamour of city life, he says. His brother married, but Stigge calls it a fluke. 

"He got lucky," Stigge says. 
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