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THE FACES
OF FARMHER
By Susan L. Ebert   ~   Photography by Marji Guyler-Alaniz

Photographer Marji Guyler-Alaniz trains her lens on women in 
agriculture—engaging, enlightening, and empowering women 
who farm and ranch and those who appreciate them.

Megan Brown, a sixth-generation 
rancher in norther California, takes a 
brief rest on the edge of a stock tank.
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Growing up in Iowa—
the No. 2 agricultural-
producing state in the 
n a t i o n  a f t e r 
California—meant a 

childhood immersed in farming for Marji 
Guyler-Alaniz.  “I grew up on a farm in the 
country,” she says, “and even though my parents 
didn’t actually farm, we had hundreds of acres 
on which to roam and explore, and working 
farms all around us.”  A career in corporate agri-
culture, with Rain and Hail Insurance Service, 
Inc., seemed to be a logical path for her.  Immersed 
in that direct exposure to farming, she gained 
insight over the course of 11 years into the many 
challenges faced by modern farmers and into the 
day-to-day lives of the farmers themselves.

So, when she watched Dodge Ram’s 2013 
Superbowl commercial, a powerful montage of 
farmer images accompanied by broadcaster Paul 
Harvey’s “So God Made a Farmer,” she loved 
it—just as did millions of others.  But Marji saw 
something else in that commercial … or rather, 
it was what she didn’t see: the faces of the daugh-
ters, sisters, wives, and mothers who were so 
tightly woven into the fabric of farming that she 

had witnessed over her lifetime.
The paucity of women represented in that 

commercial propelled her to leave her corporate 
job, pick up her camera and begin photograph-
ing women farmers, a project she named 
FarmHer.  She began with a goal of photograph-
ing eight women farmers over the next six 
months, finishing by July of 2013.

“An outside perspective can be an amazing 
thing to see something differently,” says Marji.  “I 
wanted to capture the beauty that women bring 
to their work, while staying true to what the 
reality of farming can be.”

When she launched the FarmHer social media 
pages in July of 2013 with the images of these 
eight women, her project was met with great 
enthusiasm and immediate recognition, both 
through grass-roots growth and through national 
press.  Marji realized that by digging into this 
topic, she’d struck a vital, yet unexplored vein of 
gold just waiting to be brought to the surface to 
shine.

Less than six years later, FarmHer comprises 
more than 42,000 Facebook followers, more than 
18,000 Instagram followers, numerous local and 
national events, a collection of FarmHer 
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BELOW: Iowa farmer Melissa Eshelman and her brother took over operation of the family farm 
after their father became incapacitated. OPPOSITE PAGE: Ever since her husband died 30 years 
ago, Barbara Mazurek has operated the Mazurek Family Ranch in Utopia, Texas.
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merchandise, the “Shining Bright” show on 
SiriusXM’s Rural Radio Channel 147, and 
the RFD-TV FarmHer series, now gearing 
up for its fourth season.

Both Sides of the Lens
Once Marji found that her online images 
of women farmers were gaining in popular-
ity by leaps and bounds, she plowed forward 
with ideas to grow FarmHer into a business.  
She utilized free resources from a local small 
business development center and attended 
farming events and fairs with her photo dis-
plays, to enthusiastic response. 

Through attending these events, Marji 
envisioned FarmHer hosting its own events, 
Grow by FarmHer, dedicated to inspiring, 
educating, and empowering young women 
ages 16 to 26 to succeed in agriculture.

Recommendations for women farmers 
who would be stellar subjects for her bur-
geoning collection of still images kept 
flowing in, and Marji kept photographing—
driven by her relentless passion to show the 
world that women are an integral part of 
agriculture and of growing food.  To date, 
she’s photographed more than 225 women 
in nearly half of the U.S. states.

Her images, simultaneously visceral and 
ethereal, portray women of all ages and all 
shapes and sizes going about their daily 
chores.  Opting against staged portraits, Marji 
let her artistic eye draw her to fleeting 
nuances—a sheaf of hair backlit by the 
morning sun as a woman bends forward to 
dig in the dirt, weathered feminine hands 
on a saddlehorn, a ponytailed lass striding 
purposefully through a barn, a woman’s 
tender smile as she cradles and bottle-feeds 
a baby goat, a feminine silhouette scaling a 
grain silo.

“I wasn’t drawing a salary, I was working 
alone, but I would receive up to 100 emails 
a day from women thanking me for being 
recognized for something they do every day 
and for celebrating who they are,” she says.  
“I knew I was on to something. Still, the 
way forward was murky.”

That is, until she picked up her phone 
one day to find a voicemail from Patrick 
Gottsch, founder of RFD-TV.

FarmHer founder Marji Guyler-Alaniz finds 
her inspiration in the hard-working women 

she photographs and interviews, 
illuminating women’s role in agriculture.

TOP TO BOTTOM: California rancher Megan Brown pats one of her 
heritage hogs; Elin Parker, owner of Sangres Best Grass-Fed Beef 
Ranch in Colorado tends to maintenance as Rhoda, her head of 
ranch operations, heads out on her four-wheeler to check the cattle.
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“Patrick’s daughter Raquel had been pushing him for more 
women-focused programming,” Marji says.  “I knew then that we 
were going to figure this out.”

Raquel Gottsch, executive vice president of RFD-TV, arranged 
to meet Marji at FarmHer’s very first Grow event, which took 
place in Iowa.

“I sat with Marji during that event and our friendship blos-
somed,” says Raquel.  “I got to know about her, her family, and 
her community.” This fresh-formed bond led to the FarmHer 
series, which launched in 2016 on RFD-TV.

It also led to a unique arrangement: Instead of relying on an 
outside production company, the two women would produce the 
show themselves, with the assistance of two RFD-TV 
videographers.

Being able to have women farmers tell their own stories in 
their own words added a vibrant element to Marji’s still-image 
storytelling.  “Moving from behind the lens to in front of it was 
the hardest thing,” says Marji, who tackled the challenge of tran-
sitioning from behind-the-scenes photographer to on-screen talent 
with her usual full-steam determination.  “In the beginning, it 
would take 11 to 12 weeks to complete an episode; now it takes 
about six.  I’m getting better at the storytelling, as well.”

Still, the frenetic pace took its toll.
“I hit the wall after the first season,” Marji says. “I came to realize 

I can’t do it all.”
Starting with just an intern, she began to grow the FarmHer 

staff to the five-woman team it is today.
The width and breadth of FarmHer subjects now could roll 

out nationally from the original eight Iowan women farmers who 
Marji photographed at FarmHer’s inception.

From profiling Debby Zygielbaum, a soil specialist at a certi-
fied-organic vineyard in Napa Valley, California, to Maine oyster 
farmer Joanna Fogg and dozens of states in between, the FarmHer 
programming quickly evolved into a one-of-a-kind series—and 
one of the top-rated shows on RFD-TV.

“We started out looking for stories,” says Marji, “but soon, stories 
were looking for us.  Spouses, family members, friends, partners 
were all signing up on the website with names of women that we 
should feature.”

The first season includes Episode 3’s Barbara Mazurek, an 
80-year-old rancher in Utopia, Texas, who took over the ranch’s 
management after her husband died in a tragic farm equipment 
accident and Episode 9’s Elin Parker and her ranch manager 
Rhoda, who run Colorado-based Sangres Best grass-fed beef and 
guest ranch operation.  Season 1’s Episode 17 takes viewers to 
Pueblo, Colorado, where Kirsten Vold, daughter of the founder 
of Harry Vold Rodeo Company, continues her father’s legacy as 
a top stock contractor.

Season 2 launched with Catherine Manterola, her daughter 
Jane, and granddaughter Sallie Jane, whose family has operated 
the Bar W Ranch in Calvert, Texas, for more than 150 years.  The 
program revolves around Bar W’s cattle operation and its hosting 
of the annual Grrls Meat Camp Rendezvous, a week-long school 
for women that takes them from ranching to butchery and to 
charcuterie.  The Grrls Meat Camp, founded by French chef Kate 
Hill, attracts women from across the country and around the world.  
Episode 6 of Season 2 takes viewers to meet sixth-generation 
rancher Megan Brown, who raises cattle and heritage hogs on 
Table Mountain Ranch in California.  Megan also pens a cheeky-

TOP TO BOTTOM: Melissa Eschelman flashes a smile; Maryland alpaca 
farmer Angel Forbes Simmons produces one-of-a-kind textiles; Catherine 
Mantola, her daughter Jane, and granddaughter Sallie Jane work side-
by-side on the family’s Bar W Ranch. OPPOSITE PAGE: Napa Valley soil 
specialist, Debby Zygielbaum.
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yet-informative blog, The Beef Jar.
In Season 2’s Episode 10, FarmHer shines a light on 

Melissa Eshelman, who returned home to help run the 
family farm with her brother, after her father’s fall from a 
tree stand left him paralyzed.

Angel Forbes Simmons, who left a career in the medical 
industry to save her family’s farm in Maryland that has 
been passed down for five generations is featured in 
Episode 6 of Season 3.  She raises alpacas, not only tending 
to the animals but also creating beautiful hand-dyed gar-
ments from their fleece.

Each episode is a jewel unto itself.  Taken as a whole, 
the dazzling array of feminine resolve, ingenuity, grace, 
and resilience documented in this series is nothing short 
of mesmerizing.

Interwoven throughout the series, Marji shines a com-
passionate light some of farming’s darkest, most pervasive 
and least-discussed issues—depression and suicide—in 
encouraging, straightforward, loving language.  Knowing 
you can ask for help is important, getting it is even more 
important. If it’s not you, but a loved one, help them get 
the help they need, she writes on the FarmHer blog. In 
January 2019, she produced a special in-studio episode 
focused on mental health in agriculture, and beginning 
in 2019, FarmHer has pledged the entirety of its “Do 
Good” funds to go to causes that support or service mental 
health in rural America.

Focus on the Future
As Marji and Raquel toil to complete production on the 
fourth season RFD-TV FarmHer series, they’re also plan-
ning to spin off a second series, RanchHer.  “We hope to 
occasionally go international, as well,” Raquel says, “and 
to further connect with our audience through events and 
workshops.”

In-person events will continue to grow in number and 
scope in 2019, with 11 ticketed events and one big national 
event, I Am FarmHer ’19, with details being updated 
under the events tab on the FarmHer website.  Marji envi-
sions deepening partnerships with both 4-H and FFA to 
help reach young women interested in agricultural careers. 

Grow by FarmHer was also prominent at the World 
Ag Expo, held February 12-14, 2019 in Tulare, California, 
and is producing a one-day Grow event at the National 
4-H Conference Center near Washington, D.C. on March 
18, 2019.  As more corporate sponsors realize the value 
of educating young women in agricultural careers and 
help defray the costs of these events, Grow by FarmHer 
has begun to offer free registration to all students ages 16 
to 26 and their advisors to all events.

“Our goal with the Grow events is to show young 
women that they can do or be anything they set their 
mind to,” says Marji.

Coming from a gal who walked away from a corporate 
job six years ago—with little more than a camera and a 
vision—and has since created a social media, television, 
radio, merchandise, and events juggernaut, you’d be hard-
pressed to find anyone better-suited than Marji Guyler-
Alaniz to deliver that message.

Sisterhood of the Soil
From time immemorial, women have tended the earth; in fact, more than half 
of the world’s food is grown by women.  An oft-quoted isolated statistic from 
the most recent U.S Department of Agriculture census study available (2012) 
is that women account for 30 percent of U.S. farm operators, a percentage 
that has almost tripled in the past three decades and is now considered the 
fastest growing segment in agriculture.
A rosy picture, right?  Not so fast.  A deeper dive into the statistics shows 
that the total number of principal farm operators declined from 3.1 million 
in 2002 to just 2.1 million in 2012, so a percentage of the whole (since the 
whole has shrunk by a third) only tells a fragment of the story.
And lest your head fills with visions of apple-cheeked young maidens 
sauntering through meadows with their dairy goats frolicking behind them—
and granted, they are some of those—consider these sobering facts: 

• The percentage of women under the age of 35 going into farming has 
increased by only 1.9 percent from 2002 to 2012, the same rate as for 
men under 35.

• The average age of a U.S. farmer is 59 years old, as compared to the 
average age of a U.S. worker of 42 years.

• Nearly two-thirds of all farmers are 60-plus years of age.  As women 
outlive men by an average of nearly five years, they are often the ones 
to take over management of the farm when their husbands become 
incapacitated or die.

• The USDA reports that net farm income for 2018 has dropped by more 
than 50 percent since 2013, leading to the most prolonged stretch of 
tough economic times for farmers since the 1980s farm crisis.

• Farmers may be as much as twice as likely as veterans (the next-highest 
risk group) to commit suicide, according to revised data from the Centers 
for Disease Control.

• 1 million acres of farmland has been lost to development just since 
2014, threatening the future of our food supply. 

In many cases, when men age out of farming because of illness or death, 
women step up to the plate.  Factor in the stress of being a wife, mother, 
sister, or daughter who’s toiling to save the family farm—whether she’s 
been groomed for it or has been thrust into it by circumstance—and the 
ante’s upped exponentially.  With unrelenting chores from dawn to dusk, 
unpredictable weather events that threaten crops, looming tariffs on exported 
commodities, rising interest rates on loans for operational costs, and the 
scarcity of health care/mental health services in rural areas where farms are 
located, farming is, at its core, a daily act of courage.
In face of these seemingly insurmountable obstacles, countless women 
continue to rise to the challenge and defy the long odds.
For farming, above all, remains a nurturing act, coaxing forth life from animal 
or plant and tending it faithfully into maturity—a challenge that America’s 
grit-and-grace FarmHers rise each day to meet—with hope, dignity, and 
resolve. ~SLE


