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Apples,  
Deerfield,  
and the  
Clark  
Family Tree
BEN CL ARK ’96 / b y  L o r i  S h i n e

At a picnic table overlooking a portion of Clarkdale Fruit Farms with 
eighty-year-old Macintosh apple trees, Ben Clark recounts a bit of his 
family’s history with both Deerfield Academy and the orchards. 

“We just celebrated 100 years last year,” he says. “I run the farm with 
my father, Tom ’67; my grandfather Fred was also a Deerfield grad. My 
sister Betsey Dickson ’94 is Deerfield’s Annual Fund director. And I was 
Class of ’96.” 

For at least 50 years picking up a Clarkdale apple on the way out of 
the Dining Hall has been a fall tradition for students—the Academy has 
made it a priority to source locally—but in fact, almost all of Clarkdale’s 
fruit is sold within a ten-mile radius of the farm.  

Tom Clark stops to ask Ben about a starter on one of their tractors 
and adds, “I went to Deerfield and my brother went to Deerfield. My  
father and his brothers went to Deerfield. It’s a long relationship.” And 
it’s one that Ben will further in his role as a newly-elected member of 
the Board of Trustees. Tom asks, with a note of pride in his voice, “When 
was the last time there was a farmer trustee from Deerfield?” 

“Knowing that the Board has been responsive to the local community 
made it that much easier to say yes when I was approached to be a 
trustee,” says Ben. “There hasn’t been a local representative on the Board 
for a while now, and I’m looking forward to bringing that perspective, and 
seeing how the school is viewed within the community.”

It’s been ten years now since Ben and his wife Lori (who teaches 
dance at Deerfield), returned to the family farm. How did a theater tech 
working in stage productions in Boston and Providence decide to make 
that career shift? 

“I had grown up working on the farm, and it was good to get out and 
get another perspective,” says Ben, who majored in theater at Wesleyan, 
something he also loved as a student at Deerfield. And yet, the farm was 
always a possibility in the back of his mind. “In 2005,” he continues, “my 
grandfather died. Over time, my father had purchased the farm from him.” 

Many fond memories, such as taking fruit to farmers’ markets with 
his grandfather, came flooding back, and Ben sat down with Tom to talk 
about the future. “Luckily, I get along with my father and the business 
was (and is) in good shape, and we have a good following in the community, 
so there were a lot of attractive things,” he says. Stepping into the family 
business also meant that the farm could continue to hold its place in the 
community when Tom was ready to retire someday.   

“We’re very fortunate that the ‘Buy Local’ movement is so strong in this 
area, and there is a real connection with consumers and their food. 
Farming is a thriving business field in the Valley, and our community of 
farmers is welcoming. So it felt good to come back.”

Not long afterward, though, the farm faced a new challenge. “Two and 
a half years ago we were approached by a representative for Kinder 
Morgan who was looking to put a large-diameter high-pressure natural 
gas pipeline through Franklin County, specifically through our farm,” 
Ben explains. He points to the drumlin behind us—a gently sloping  
glacial mound covered with peach trees—and explains how it has been 
key to the farm’s popular peach crop.

 “The pipeline was going to cut through here and create a hundred-foot 
swath that had to be kept free of trees. The more we learned about it, 
the more we realized it wasn’t going to be good for our farm, or the 
environment, or the community, and it wasn’t going to be benefiting 
anybody locally.” 

Stop the Pipeline signs started sprouting in yards all over Franklin 
County as the Clarks joined local activists to oppose the project.  

“Because there is such a strong following and respect for local farms in 
the area, several people told me they got on board with opposing the 
pipeline when they saw that the farms were affected. They really rallied 
behind us.”

Local organizations rallied, too—including the Academy. “Deerfield 
came out against the pipeline on the grounds of health and safety,” Ben 
says, “and when the Board voted to do that, we were very happy. It was 
the overarching concern for this community for two years, and the 
planned pipeline was within a half mile of DA’s playing fields; it really 
was a safety issue, and we were so relieved to know that Deerfield 
shared our concern.” 

Feeling the value of his family’s connection to the land helped Ben to 
see the long view in other ways as well. He points to the solar panels on 
the roof of the barn. “Being in the fight led us to install solar on the farm. 
We wanted to put our money where our mouth is and make the invest-
ment in clean energy.” It was also a natural step for a family whose 
ethic of community service and volunteerism runs as far back as their 
apples. “Maybe we can use our position in the community to influence 
some positive change—as well as growing a healthy product,” Ben says. //  
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