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Annie’s Project Helps Farm Women Manage
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Margaret Gates
Regional Editor

Ten years ago, Brenda Fleming found
herself newly widowed and unprepared to
run the Maryland farm she and her
husband had shared for 28 1/2 years.

“When my husband was alive, he handled
everything. He made all the decisions. ...
The only thing | did was payroll,” Fleming
said. “He would say, Brenda, the less you
know, the better off you are.’”

These days, Fleming would tell other
women the exact opposite is true.

And thanks to a program called Annie’s
Project, she is now more confidently
handling the family’s 1,000-acre grain
operation near Cambridge with help from
her youngest son.

Annie’s Project is an educational program
designed to strengthen women'’s roles in
farming by giving them the tools needed to
make business decisions and providing them with a network of support.

The program covers the five areas of risk management: production, market, financial, legal
risk and human resources.

The University of Maryland Extension and University of Delaware Cooperative Extension
will jointly offer the eight-session farm management program at various sites beginning in
January.

The Maryland-Delaware program is now one of 22 Annie’s Projects across the United
States, a fact that never fails to surprise Ruth Fleck Hambleton, who founded Annie’s
Project in lllinois six years ago in honor of her late mother, Annette “Annie” Kohlhagen
Fleck.

“She was not ahead of her time,” Hambleton said of her mother. “I don’t put her up on a
pedestal for hero worship, although she was my hero.

“There’s always a little bit of Annie that shows up in the students we have. Her story is so
ordinary.”

Born in 1922 in Frankfort, lll., Annie was a small-town girl who began her adult life as a
schoolteacher. She always wanted to live on a farm and eventually married a farmer with
whom she raised four children. The family had an egg route in Chicago, ran a turkey
business and milked cows, Hambleton recalled.

“She faced pretty much what anyone would face on a farm right now. Money was always
tight,” Hambleton said. “Her family life wasn't really her own until later in life. She was very
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