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The Eshelmans  
of Robeson Township 
have made a tradition 
of using tree-hauling 
Newfoundlands to 
create Christmas 
memories for others.

C O V E R  S T O R Y

HARNESSING TRADITION

By Kellie Dietrich
Reading Eagle

Brenda Eshelman used to be 
envious of the free time that 
other families seemed to have 

during the holiday season.
It could be a real downer.
“For the past 30-some years 

during the Christmas season, I basi-
cally lived a ‘pity me’ life,” Eshelman 
wrote in a Nov. 5 email.

After all, for her and her family, 
who own Plow Farms, their days were 
all about selling Christmas trees. 
They catered to others, hitching trac-
tors to the wagons, firing up the chain 
saws, fixing popcorn, cocoa and cook-
ies, running the gift shop and trying 
to stay warm for eight to 10 hours. 
The next day, they’d get up and do it 
all over again.

But then something happened.

Glory, a 5-year-old Newfoundland, is led by owner 
Glenn Lesher of Robeson Township to deliver a 
Christmas tree for Ann Keck (behind tree), Robert 
Squitieri and their daughter, Helen Squitieri of 
Berwyn, Chester County.
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W
ED

N
ES

DA
Y,

 D
EC

EM
BE

R 
12

, 2
01

8 
| 
20

.

C O V E R  S T O R Y
RE

A
D

IN
G

 E
A

G
LE

, R
EA

D
IN

G
, P

A
.

READING EAGLE: BEN HASTY

John and Bonnie Lauer of Morgantown with their selection at Plow Farms in Robeson Township, their longtime 
favorite spot for Christmas tree shopping.

“I had my own ‘light bulb 
moment,’ ” Eshelman wrote. 
“The BEST part is all the fami-
lies who come to our farm and 
include us in their family tra-
dition, some for the first time, 
others who came to us from 
years ago with their children, 
and now come with their chil-
dren’s children.”

People like John Lauer, of 
Caernarvon Township, who 
said, “It starts the Christmas 
season off nicely,” as he was 
browsing for a tall, narrow tree. 

While a Norway Spruce is 
spikier and holds ornaments 
securely, the Douglas fir has 
a softer feel for little hands 
reaching up to place treasured 
heirloom decorations, not to 
mention pets that might nose 
around the tree or even try 
climbing it.

Nothing beats the scent of a 
fresh Douglas fir to set the hol-
iday scene. Whether your taste 
goes to glossy green or silvery 
blue branches, Plow Farms has 
a nice selection of evergreens in 

SPECIAL TO THE READING EAGLE: HAROLD HOCH

Amy Tokarz of Piscataway, N.J., arrives with a fresh-cut tree pulled in by Tank, a 3-year-old Newfoundland.



various shapes and sizes, rang-
ing from 5 to 14 feet.

This year, Lauer and his wife, 
Bonnie, took the wagon ride out 
to the fields and cut down three 
trees. 

“It’s more natural, and we 
love the wonderful smell,” he 
said. “We can get a different 
one each year and even a differ-
ent type of evergreen, as Plow 
Farms has several species.”

Brenda, who puts up her tree 
before Thanksgiving, recom-
mends the Douglas fir because 
it’s sturdy and lasts a long time. 
To prolong the tree’s life, she 
suggests watering the tree im-
mediately with warm water.

The memories of picking out 
a live tree are what make them 
worth the hassle, Lauer said. 

Gregg and Brenda Eshelman 
founded their farm, in Robeson 
Township, in the early 1980s. 
Since then, the family has cul-
tivated a unique tradition for 
hundreds of local families that 
includes drinking hot choco-
late, browsing the gift shop or 
choosing a fresh wreath.

They started out as a whole-
sale operation, but the retail 
side took off about 30 years ago 
when more and more people 
wanted to pick out their own 
tree. Families can visit the farm 
the day after Thanksgiving up 
until Christmas Eve. 

“When you’re in a family 
business, everyone does every-
thing,” said Brenda, who helps 
run the gift shop, drives the 
tractor for wagon rides and any-
thing else that needs to be done.

Each Christmas season, up to 
10 family members pitch in at 
Plow Farms.

For Brenda, helping with the 
festivities at Plow Farms is her 
own family’s tradition. 

“Our tradition is having the 
Christmas farm, so families can 
be a part of our traditions,” says 
Brenda. “Traditions are the 
shoestrings that tie families to-
gether. If they are broken, what 
else do you have?” she said. 

Brenda enjoys seeing families 
return year after year. The 
Lauers have been visitors since 
the beginning. 

Lauer enjoys seeing Gregg 
and Brenda, friends they met 
at church; along with their 
son Preston, who manages the 
farm, their daughter, Lind-
say, who helps out during the 
Christmas season — and their 
Newfoundland, Lilli Bell, who 
is a farm favorite.

For dog lovers, there’s noth-
ing better than seeing these 
“gentle giants,” who weigh up 
to 160 pounds, haul trees from 
the fields. Plow Farms’ third an-
nual Newfoundland Christmas 
Tree Pull was held on Dec. 8 in 
partnership with the New-Pen-
Del Newfoundland Club. It’s a 
way for people to learn about 
Newfoundlands, a very friendly 
working breed. 

Only Newfoundlands with a 
draft certificate are allowed to 
pull Christmas trees at Plow 
Farms. Trained Newfoundlands 
complete multiple classes to 
learn how to properly pull 
carts and sleds, which are 
custom-built for them. When 
harnessed correctly, the dogs 
use the strap across their chest 
to push the sled, rather than 
pull it. 

Lilli Bell was trained in dra-
fat work about five years ago 
and practiced in the spring 
and summer. The Eshelmans 
invited other Newfies over, and 
that’s how the Christmas tree 
pull event got started. 

“For many years prior to 
getting my first Newf, the breed 
always intrigued me,” Brenda 
said. “I got my first, Kodiak, 
about 18 years ago. They truly 
live up to their label as ‘gentle 
giants.’ ”

Brenda has another Christ-
mas tradition, one started by 
her mom, who believed every-
one deserved new pajamas on 
Christmas Eve, and would lay 
them out on each family mem-
ber’s bed. To keep the tradition 
alive and reach more people, 
Brenda collects pajamas for 
women at Mary’s Shelter and 
SafeBerks. She begins collect-
ing them at Plow Farms a week 
before Thanksgiving at Ladies 
Night, a preview event of the 
farm’s gift shop, and she drops 
them off at shelters about a 
week before Christmas.

Families are welcome to visit 
Plow Farms, whether or not 
they’re buying a tree. On week-
ends, children can visit with 
Santa and families can take 
wagon rides to the fields. Food 
is available at Plow Chows, and 
unique presents await in the 
gift shop. 

Plow Farms is open seven 
days a week until Christmas 
Eve; noon to 7 p.m. weekdays 
and 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Satur-
days and Sundays. ❂
Reach Kellie Dietrich:  
country@readingeagle.com.
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ORDER YOUR CHRISTMAS PIES NOW
Go to www.the-eck.com

for a complete pie and sides list

Quality PA Dutch Cooking

Wednesday - Saturday • 4pm to 8pm
Sunday 11:30am to 7pm • Closed Monday & Tuesday

87 Penn St., Lenhartsville
610-562-8520 • www.the-eck.com

Enjoy our 
rotating
PA Dutch
Specials,
available 

Wednesdays, 
Thursdays
and Fridays

• Chicken Pot Pie 
• Shepherd’s Pie
• Ham & String Beans
• Corn Pie
• Pork & Sauerkraut
• Pig Stomach
• Chicken & Waffl es

Quality PA Dutch Cooking

A Berks County Tradition for 65 Years!

 Murdough’s 
Christmas Barn 

Christmas Decorations from Around the World

Mon - Sat 10-9
Sunday 11-8

945 W. Penn Ave
Rt. 422 

1 Mile West of
Robesonia

610-693-5369

Many Nativity Styles
Byers Choice 

Carolers
German Nutcrackers

Old World Glass 
Ornaments

Dept. 56 Village Items


