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Cayuga, Seneca, Keuka Alliances bring tourists

Twenty−five years ago, McGregor Vineyards Winery on Keuka Lake would see about half a dozen people in its tasting room on a weekend.

Twenty years ago, maybe 100.

Today, says John McGregor, winery owner and president of the Keuka Lake Wine Trail, “we have served more than 1,000 on a weekend.”

Winery owners attribute that explosion of visitors, in part, to decisions made more than 20 years ago. In the

1980s, winemakers on Keuka, Seneca and Cayuga lakes banded together into three wine trails – cooperative marketing ventures that raised the profile of the Finger Lakes wine industry.
Winemakers collaborate to create shared tourism venture

In 1983, Mary Plane was having trouble attracting tourists to her winery.  Plane and her husband Robert, then the owners of Plane's Cayuga Vineyards, were vexed because Route 89 - the road along which their winery was located - was closed for construction, and the usual summer stream of wine seekers had slowed to a trickle.

“We were scrambling to see what we could do to bring in tourists,” she said.

One night, the Planes and fellow Cayuga Lake winery owners from Frontenac, Americana, Lucas and

Lakeshore wineries gathered over bottles of their own wines to share their frustrations with the lackluster tourism season. They eventually hashed out the blueprints for the Cayuga Wine Trail, a cooperative alliance in which wineries would share in marketing costs, like printing brochures advertising their wines.

“No one's going to come from New York City to the Finger Lakes to visit one winery, so we (thought we) better get some others into this,” Robert Plane said. “Unlike California wineries, we didn't have a reputation in the Finger Lakes, and so we decided the best thing to do was to get people to visit the actual winery.”

Now more than 25 years old and composed of 16 member wineries, up from the founding five, the nation's first official wine trail has brought esteem to the region and elevated the expectations of quality for the region's vintages. Finger Lakes wines have garnered thousands of winemaking honors and praise as the “up and coming” region in Wine Spectator magazine.

Plane's idea for the trail first came after a trip to Europe, where she and her husband found that small wineries would congenially tell visitors about the next winery down the road.

Success came slowly but surely, said Ruth Lucas, president of Lucas Vineyards, one of the five founding wineries. She said the trail's exponential growth can be measured with the increase in her winery's output of wine - in 1980, they bottled only 400 cases. Now they make 23,000 cases of wine annually. Together, all the trail's wineries produce approximately 175 thousand cases of wine a year.
Cornell educators see big opportunity for farmers in well managed, woodland “silvopastures”

Amended NY state tax code item could incentivize the practice

A number of Cornell educators say they see the newly reviving practice of silvopasturing – managed grazing in woodlands – as yet another solution for local and regional farmers looking to gain more usable pastureland without having to clear cut forests.

There's a right way and a wrong way to graze livestock in the woods, and woodlands that are overgrazed will have damaged trees, poor regrowth and limited biodiversity, says farmer and Cornell Cooperative Extension agriculture educator Brett Chedzoy.

But a well-managed silvopasture system has a number of benefits and none of the problems, he adds: not only do animals have more options for feed and better shade protection against hot sun, but the farmer gains more pasture, and through the process of clearing the underbrush, a more productive stand of timber.

“What we're trying to teach people is that it's okay to use intensive grazing livestock to productively use woodland areas,” he says. “It's a restoration tool to restore healthy successional dynamics to an ecosystem.”

The way Chedzoy describes it, silvopasturing is the practice of growing both trees and livestock on the same land, and both must be managed to keep the other crop healthy. For example, livestock needs to be rotated often to avoid damage to trees, and the forest canopy must be kept thinned to allow sunlight to penetrate to allow the growth of grasses. This careful management is a far cry from what Chedzoy calls “just letting cows into the woods.”
Summit prioritizes efforts to help small farmers

ITHACA – Around 150 small farmers and farm educators from across the state met both physically and virtually Wednesday at the Cornell Small Farms Program's biennial New York Small Farms Summit, where they worked to prioritize the organization's efforts on behalf of regional small farms.

While choosing to focus the summit on the opportunities available for small farmers, director Anu Rangarajan said that a number of difficulties like the lack of enough local livestock processing facilities and a dearth of marketing channels for local producers mean the program has much work ahead of it to keep a cornerstone of New York's economy vibrant.

“What do we have to do to see a change in the climate for small farms? That's our challenge,” she told the audience, part of whom was listening in Ithaca, while others watched live from satellite locations across the state. “Small farms support their local communities as part of the fundamental fabric of the state.”

Audience members heard from several farmers with directing marketing businesses, and from researchers and educators who have studied the local foods landscape and how to smooth out the kinks.
Feeding ourselves

For the past three years, thousands of pounds of fresh produce have been grown in the rich soil on one end of Cornell's sprawling campus, and served to thousands of hungry students on the other. 

At the Freeville Farm, Manager Steve McKay sets aside about four acres every year to grow sweet corn and butternut squash to feed hungry students in dining halls across campus.

For McKay, the highlight of this collaboration with Cornell Dining came this fall, when at the annual Fall Harvest Festival at Robert Purcell Dining Hall, he saw the corn and squash grown on his farm gracing the plates of diners, that had just that been laying in the field just hours ago.

“They have a big display of all our vegetables, and it's just really nice to see it there,” McKay said.

At Campus Area Farms, Supervisor Tim Dodge sold about 15,000 pounds of research-grown potatoes to Cornell Dining last year. This year it's on track to be a little lower, because of poor crop yields, but he said he plans to continue the relationship in the future, as it contributes to his bottom line and helps Cornell with the institution's efforts to become more sustainable.

“We said, let's try raising vegetable crops,” Dodge said. “We kind of got the idea from Dilmun Hill [Student Organic Farm] volunteers, who raise vegetables and sell them on campus. Now, the chefs just call us up.”
Extension researcher to focus on popularizing ethnic vegetables

Trials will feature Latino, Asian varieties suitable for Northeast climate

Komatsuna. Shiso. Winged beans. Maxixe. They're not your average, garden-variety vegetables. 

But while they may be relatively unknown outside of their home countries for now, a project by Cornell Cooperative Extension is trying to give these crops their time in the sun. 

Extension associate Robert Hadad is planning a number of trials of these and other crops, which could bring more unusual ethnic vegetables to farmers markets and dinner tables across the state and region. Trials would take place in conjunction with growers in Monroe, Wayne and Ontario counties, in addition to extension-owned fields.

Hadad, who works with the Cornell Vegetable Program, says there is great potential for these vegetables as an exciting new food for locavores or a comforting, familiar one to immigrant families, especially the fast-growing Asian and Latino communities, but also more established immigrant populations.

“It's also for the Eastern European heritage community, Russians, Serbians, a lot of these people have been here for a number of years, but they're used to certain foods from their homeland that aren't usually available. It's bringing local food closer to home for them.”

Three challenges stand in the way of Hadad's project: finding out which vegetables can be grown in the Northeast's climate, introducing the varieties to growers, and getting customers to buy them.
Mobile local food market at the hospital

Garden Gate Delivery and Cayuga Medical team up to offer local food to employees, customers

ITHACA – Under a small red tent in the Cayuga Medical Center parking lot, undeterred by storm clouds on the horizon, Marlo Capoccia has arrayed a feast's worth of fresh produce, gleaming with just-picked appeal.

More than six different local farms and bakeries have contributed produce, meat, cheese, flour and baked goods to the tent's offerings, which are then snapped up by employees or visitors on their way out – making it the hospital's own farmers market, run by Capoccia's business, Garden Gate Delivery.

Derek Brown, a technician at the hospital, grabbed a loaf of freshly-baked bread on his way home from work. It was his first time stopping by, but after his coworkers told him “great things,” he thought he'd check it out.

“It's convenient, and it's pretty great to have something healthy around for employees,” he said.

Since the end of June, Capoccia has sent out a weekly e-mail to hospital staff telling them what's available, and sets up every Wednesday from 2:30 to 5:30, with Garden Gate Delivery's big white van serving as a welcome sign. She said approximately 30 to 50 people stop by, including nearby neighbors, and she hopes to encourage more hospital visitors to stop by for fresh produce.
Responding to demand, Dryden Dairy offers raw milk

DRYDEN – Late last month the Northeast's largest organic dairy, Jerry Dell Farm, received a state license and started selling its raw milk based on consumer demand for the non-pasteurized and controversial product.

The Dryden-based farm, which produces around 30,000 pounds of milk a day from 450 milking cows, has long sold its milk to the Organic Valley Dairy Cooperative, where it is pasteurized and distributed across the country. 

They decided to offer its milk in its raw form to local consumers based on the belief that the milk is a more complete food before pasteurization and homogenization, said Jeremy Sherman, who manages the farm with his parents Vaughn and Sue Sherman, his brother Ryan and their cousins Troy and Ken.

“A lot of people were asking for it, really,” Sherman said. “And I personally think that it's better for you, but if we sold it without a license, that would be illegal. The state could shut us down.”
First cheese maker in Tompkins County forms on Brooktondale Dairy

BROOKTONDALE – Big flakes of snow are falling on the barns of Snow Farm, but inside, 37 cows contentedly munch hay as Cal Snow milks one in turn on his family's farm.

From the barn, it's a quick walk to their family's cheese-curing cave, where Snow's son Aaron can often be found tending to wheels of their newest cheese, a raw milk Gouda that has been smoked inside an old refrigerator converted into a smoker by the enterprising father-son duo. 

Aaron Snow, 26, has taken on the unofficial role of cheese maker at Snow Farm Creamery, tending to his cheese with a tenderness that makes each wheel an artisanal delicacy, with savory or sour notes, or a Swahili name like “Tamu Sana,” which means “very delicious.” 

The idea bloomed last April when Snow returned from two years in Tanzania with the Peace Corps with a hankering to show more people where their food comes from. With his father he worked with state inspectors to get their commercial cheese making set-up certified, and last month debuted Tompkins County's only cheese making operation at their seventh generation family farm.

Much of the 100 or so pounds a week of cheese they produce so far is experimental – although only the successes find their way onto the shelf.

“One thing we realized is we have to make our cheese, you don't necessarily go by the recipe, you do what works for you, because that's what they did in the old days,” Snow said.
Farms team up with local businesses to offer convenient CSA pick up locations

ITHACA – Getting local, farm fresh vegetables without going to the farm is getting easier.

At least three area community supported agriculture operations – the Full Plate Farm Collective, Early Morning Farm, and Heller's Farm – are teaming up with local businesses to distribute their weekly shares, and hoping the cooperation will yield dividends for everyone involved – businesses get more foot traffic, CSA members have convenient options, and farmers can increase their distribution.

As the number of households in the county joining CSA programs grows – more than 2200 households participated in at least 19 farms' CSAs last year, according to Cornell Cooperative Extension, up from one CSA in the early 1990s – larger vegetable farms are looking for new ways to distribute their produce to new markets. This year a number of new pick-up locations will be available beyond the current options. 

“We figured there were people who wanted to eat local, organic and really fresh produce, but not everyone has the time or inclination to spend a lot of time out at the farm,” said Katie Church, CSA coordinator for the Full Plate Farm Collective. “Now it's for more than one demographic – people who work a lot, or who have kids and tight schedules, or maybe for people who don't have a car, they can still eat that really awesome food.”
Farmers pitch local agricultural model to consumers

Meet and greet with local growers helps residents choose a produce share

ITHACA – Local farmers hawked shares of their goods and produce to hundreds of conscious consumers this Saturday at the 5th annual Community Supported Agriculture Fair, an event created and sponsored by Cornell Cooperative Extension and now a model for others around the state.

Eager to sign up community members, they conjured up visions of baskets bursting with fresh produce for enthusiastic residents, as winter showed no signs of abating outside Boynton Middle School.

Consumers were just as eager.

“We were delighted to hear about it, we want to do a CSA but there are so many in town to choose from,” said Ithaca resident Caitlin Loehr, who was interviewing farmers at the fair with a number of questions about their offerings, growing practices, and drop-off locations.

In general, CSAs offer consumers a “share” of the farm, which usually consists of weekly baskets of fresh produce for the summer months, in return for an up-front cost of a few hundred dollars, which is helpful to farmers who have little cash flow in the winter months. Most offer “u-pick” options, on-farm activities, volunteering programs, and a variety of pick-up locations.

“You get a lot more bang for your buck, and the produce is much fresher than the supermarket with a CSA,” said Monica Sherman, co-owner of Ithaca Organics with her husband Trevor Sherman. “It also encourages good farming practices, and a healthy diet.”

New downtown Ithaca winery specializing in old-world style ports

Owner Frédéric Bouché to offer limited bottle run in spring, also samplers


ITHACA – Frédéric Bouché still remembers the parts of his childhood he spent climbing on the massive wooden aging barrels of La Maison Bouché, the winery his grandparents founded in 1919 in the Bordeaux region of France.

“As a kid I would hang out at the winery all the time, I had no plans at taking over or anything, the barrels and so on were my toys, I helped around all the time,” he says, in his upstairs office that is adorned with his family's ancient brewing equipment. “I never fully was hired, but I would make my own wine with honey from my grandfather's bees.”

Now Bouché is striking out on his own in the Finger Lakes with a new winery called Ports of New York, located in downtown Ithaca, that seeks to reinvigorate the once-vibrant culture of the fortified wines known as ports, using techniques and equipment used by winemakers like his grandfather a century earlier. He says ports have developed a poor reputation because many winemakers add brandy to their weakest vintage to mask off flavors.
Foraging for Spring

When spring finally banishes winter from the northeast, Josh Dolan is ravenous for ramps. 

In late April, Dolan, the owner of Sapsquatch Maple Products, steps into the steep, wooded hillside above his Enfield sugar shack, in between the tall maples, to gather a plant that has long provided spring nourishment.

Once inside the forest, he heads toward a particularly green patch of ramps, huddled far beneath the empty canopy, poking through the carpet of moldering leaves.

“They're considered highly nutritious because they have a high mineral content, and have a tonic effect,” he says. “They're generally the first green thing available in the spring. It's an exciting time of year for people interested in local food.”

He never picks the biggest plants, and harvests only a fraction of the available ramps in order to keep the slow-growing crop healthy. Ramps – also known as wild leeks – are a little-known foraged treat that has heralded spring's arrival to generations of pioneers and homesteaders in the northeast and Appalachian regions. 

The bulbs have a subtle flavor reminiscent of garlic and onion, and the edible leaves taste of pungent spinach, gourmet qualities that have helped ramps gain popularity as local foods gain credence. They grow for only a short time in late spring, before the forest canopy fills in.

But digging up ramps isn't like digging potatoes. Dolan gently loosens the soil, digs his fingers deep, and pulls out the succulent bulbs with the vivid green tops.

Then, he carefully taps the soil back into the hole, leaving little trace he has been there.

Later, he'll sell bunched ramps for $8-$10 a pound to nearby restaurants, which can't get enough.
Made in Tompkins - Cayuga Compost takes in waste, sells “black gold”

TRUMANSBURG – There are some unlikely benefits to working in the composting field.

“I have the best office in the world,” says Mark Wittig, operations manager of Cayuga Compost, as he stands next to a pile of decomposing organic matter hundreds of feet long and as tall as he is, the compost heap slowly steaming in below-freezing cold. “I get to be outside, observe the changing of the seasons and the interactions of wildlife.”

The pile, in addition to being an aromatic element of Wittig's office, is just a tiny portion of the 4,500 tons of organic materials – food scraps, wood chips and yard waste – that come down windy Agard Road and into Cayuga Compost's state-registered facility every year. 

The material, which would otherwise be land filled, will break down for a year in a managed decomposition process known as composting, then leave as a pathogen-free  soil-like material gardeners call “black gold” for its value in amending soil to grow food.
Town of Dryden awards Lew-Lin Farm conservation easement funds

State fails to deliver money after financial crisis


DRYDEN – The town purchased the development rights for Lew-Lin Farm's 432 acres of prime agricultural soil today, capping a years-long conservation process the farm undertook with the state's Farmland Protection Program.

However, if Dryden officials hadn't stepped in and paid the dairy's owners, Lewis and Linda Stuttle, New York State wouldn't have paid them for years, because the state's financial crisis erased much of the funding for the program, said Dan Kwasnowski, environmental planner for the town.

“The town board just really felt like we wanted this to get done,” Kwasnowski said. “We can't expect landowners to wait that long. To extend it to five years would be unconscionable.”

Despite the success Lew-Lin Farm has had, there are four other farms in the county, comprising more than a thousand acres, that are still waiting on millions in funding from the state: Bensvue Farm, an organic dairy in Lansing; Jerry Dell Farm, an organic dairy in Dryden, Indian Creek Farm in the Town of Ithaca, and Wideawake Farm, a dairy in Dryden.
Tricks of the trade - Farmer marketing advice from the masters at the Ithaca Farmers Market

Any farmers’ market vendor worth their vegetables can tell you that if you don’t catch people’s attention, you won’t sell your product. So how to do that, without shouting your prices with a megaphone, or throwing your oversized eggplants at customers’ heads? What follows is a list of tips, techniques and strategies that everyone — from beginning vendors to professional market sellers — can use to get themselves and their products noticed.

Engage the Customer

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? In reality, it’s much easier to hide in the back of your stand and read a book, knit a sweater, or finish that crop rotation plan you’ve avoided for months. Fritz Schmidt, owner of The Magic Garden, a plant nursery in Newfield, NY, says he makes a conscious effort to meet passersby with eye contact and a friendly greeting. 

“When they’re walking by, they’re resistant to talking, so you have to break the ice,” he says. 

Rose Belforti, who makes probiotic raw milk cheese at Finger Lakes Dexter Creamery, points out that engagement doesn’t end with a greeting — she tries to have conversation with as many customers as are interested.

“A lot of people want to tell you about their life, or how they grew up on a farm, it’s like therapy for them,” she says. In addition, she and her husband Tim will often let customers name their cheeses if they can’t figure out what to call it, which builds loyalty, she says.

Another way to get customers to stick around is to offer samples, which Belforti always has prominently displayed.

“You’re never going to taste a cheese like ours, unless you’re at our booth,” she says.

Perform

On slower days at market, you can see Lauren Salzman, who works at Blue Heron Farm, in Lodi, NY, practicing her juggling skills at the back of the farm’s stall. She says it tends to draw crowds.

“Kids seem to like it, and parents follow their kids over,” she says. “I just do it to keep my head straight, but a lot of times people start clapping.” 

Schmidt does the same: on market days, he brings his banjo and plays a few tunes in his booth, but he’s not sure if it’s a draw or a deterrent.

“Sometimes it drives people away, but I think people like it,” he says. “Plus, you can get some practice in.”

Be Unusual

Chris Bickford, farm manager of Early Morning Farm in Genoa, NY, relies on many things to get the farm’s produce sold. 

One is unusual varieties — although they stock beefsteak tomatoes and black beauty eggplants, part of their marketing strategy relies on growing unusual heirlooms, like bulbous Cherokee Purple tomatoes, conehead cabbages and long, thin Chinese eggplants.

While we’re chatting, in fact, a family comes up to ask him if he does anything special to the conehead cabbages to get them to grow in a spiral pattern.

“Nope, they just want to grow this way,” Bickford says, tossing one up and down as he talks. That’s another one of his strategies — constantly keeping the vegetables in motion. He’s always rearranging stacks of peppers or mounds of lettuce, or tossing new bundles of Swiss chard and kale onto the stacks.

“I’m always fussing with what I have, sorting veggies, or tidying up. If you have the same piles of vegetables, people wonder why,” he says. “Also, if you’re moving veggies, say their names out loud, like, ‘Kohlrabi! Beets! Lettuce!” 

Have Knowledge

When selling his uncommon yet delicious fruits, like currants, gooseberries, and ground cherries, John O’Connell, owner of Daring Drake Farm in Interlaken, relies on his intimate knowledge of his orchard to impress customers and send them home with more than just a quart of fresh berries or stone fruit.

In one short conversation, O’Connell can tell you about an official ban on currants, the history of the paw-paw fruit, and why Europeans drink their seaberries as juice instead of eating them fresh. 

“If I didn’t have the spiel, I wouldn’t sell half of what I do,” he says.

Be a Professional

Finally, it doesn’t hurt to stress the obvious advice: be a professional, even in a non-traditional retailing environment like a farmers market.

Wearing farmer chic clothing — clean overalls, flannel, and muck boots — can’t hurt business, says Belforti, who thinks about her outfit before every market.

A good-looking display is also important, says Linda Buyukmihci-Bey, of Unexpected Farm in Watkins Glen. 

“You need to have clean produce, a nice tablecloth, lots of change,” she says. “And whatever customers want, they get it. If they want a half pound, they get it. If they want garlic stalks cut off, that’s fine. And be generous.”

Aeroponics - A piece of the urban farming jigsaw puzzle?
Ed Harwood is willing to concede that many folks think of urban farming as raised beds on vacant lots. 

But he also thinks there’s another way to grow vegetables in cities that’s just as promising, and it uses a new stackable, modular hydroponics technology called aeroponics, that his company AeroFarms has refined and now offers to other growers.

“I haven’t seen any silver bullet for [urban farming] yet,” he says. “Everything has its own technical limitations.”

In a nutshell, aeroponics is a system of growing plants by continuously spraying a mist of nutrient-laden water on their roots, which hang in the air in a special system. 

Though hydroponics is a system as old as Babylon, aeroponics is a more recent innovation — it was originally developed in the 80s as a research application to allow scientists to better study root growth. Harwood’s four-employee company tested the system for more than four years before deciding to offer the technology to others. 

The benefits to the method? Better airflow, Harwood says, in addition to less water usage and, of course, the ability to grow vegetables year round. In addition, he has perfected a reusable cloth medium for growing the plants, which saves costs, and says that even though the system is not technically organic, it requires much less water and virtually no pesticides or herbicides because of the contained environment, making it more sustainable than conventional cropping.

Plus, a farmer using the system can grow fresh greens year round, and not have to worry so much about food safety, since there’s no contact with soil borne pathogens or animal manure. 
Grown in Tompkins - Dryden family dairy farm sees improved herd, family health after going organic

DRYDEN — Stop by Jerry Dell Farm on any given weekday, and you’ll probably find farmer Vaughn Sherman — who at 62, still rides shirtless atop his tractor, and likes to exclaim “Holy Cow!” — mixing up a batch of feed or doing one of a million other farm chores, all in service of the health of his 400 Holsteins dairy cows.

Against the backdrop of hundreds of acres of rolling green hills on Gee Hill Road — just as bucolic as the painting on an organic milk carton — the Sherman family’s “pets” graze contentedly for much of the year, munching on grass and clover in between their two milkings each day, at 3 a.m. and 3 p.m., when they amble back into the farm’s milking parlor.

But it wasn’t always this way. Up until 1997, the farm’s cows were confined to their stalls, milked three times a day, pumped full of antibiotics and hormones, and didn’t eat any fresh feed.
“It was a lot more stress on the animals, and the people who worked here,” said Vaughn’s wife Sue, who helps manage the farm with her husband and their sons Ryan and Jeremy, and their nephews Troy and Ken. “We had to have a huge hospital area for the sick cows.”

Orchid Place grows incredible local flowers

DRYDEN — About eight years ago, Tony Liu, a hobby orchid grower in Ithaca, had two dozen of his delicate, tropical plants bloom at once. He decided, on a whim, to take them to Wegmans, where the store put them up for sale.

The response was immediate. Within a week, the store sold out. Soon after, he got a call: “Danny Wegman came and bought your orchids this week,” a store employee told him.

Just like that, Liu was offered the chance to supply 60 of the chain’s stores with the exotic, blooming orchids, which Liu sells at his showroom for between $25 and $35 each.

After the first two dozen went over so well, Liu decided to expand, and turned his hobby into a successful business called The Orchid Place. He finished construction on his 10,000 foot greenhouse in 2004, and since then has delivered thousands of the flowers — hundreds a week, during the busy holiday seasons — to Wegman’s stores, local florists, and also to about 20 Whole Foods stores in the New England region.

Council considering an ordinance to allow small chicken flocks within city

Prohibition called “anachronistic” by councilwoman 

ITHACA — Danielle is an obedient, loving pet, who willingly perches on her owner’s wrist, eats food from his hand, and lives, quietly, in his backyard in the city of Ithaca.

There’s a problem, though — Danielle is a bantam chicken, and keeping chickens or other poultry in the city is illegal, according to an “anachronistic” ordinance that could be up to 100 years old, said Common Councilwoman Jennifer Dotson, I-1st. 

Danielle’s owner, who keeps chickens in the city as pets and for their eggs, asked not to be identified for fear that his chickens would be taken away. He isn’t the only one doing this here — Dotson herself knows of about two dozen other guerilla chicken keepers within city limits.

“[Flock owners] talk to their neighbors, make sure there are no complaints,” Dotson said. “People who have chickens now are behaving well so they don’t have complaints. If it’s a benefit for everyone, we don’t want them to be breaking the laws.”

Chicken-raising workshops teach new farmers the ropes

ITHACA — If you’re thinking about raising chickens for your livelihood, Jim McLaughlin has an idea for you: first, give them away.

“Find 25 people you know and give them a broiler,” he said. “They’ll feel so guilty they’ll buy another one.”

McLaughlin, a “guru” of small-scale, natural chicken raising, who runs Cornerstone Farm Ventures, was teaching a class called Pastured Poultry 101 on Saturday, when he told the packed room the basics of rearing, pasturing, slaughtering and marketing a flock of chickens as a small business. 

His ideas were do-it-yourself and simple, and built on a body of work from pioneers like Joel Salatin, a Virginia farmer who has championed the success of small farms and innovative methods in livestock-raising and healthy pasture management.

McLaughlin’s class was one of many at a “Poultry School” held in Morrison Hall at Cornell University, where 200 amateur and professional participants from several states learned the ins and outs of managing a flock of chickens as a small business — in a sustainable, profitable way.

Getting seed funding for aeroponic growing company

Marathon Ag start up touting benefits of waterless hydroponics moving to Ithaca

ITHACA — Ed Harwood wants to seed the cities of the future with thousands of indoor farms utilizing his new growing systems, based on the technology of aeroponics, which sprays a mist of nutrient-laden water on plant roots, instead of submerging them in water like standard hydroponics.

Harwood’s company AeroFarms has engineered stackable, modular hydroponic systems that can be implemented into vacant buildings and vertical structures as a way to make urban areas more food independent, he said.

“In order to feed a lot of people, without transporting the food, this is the graduation that will happen for urban agriculture,” Harwood said.

His seedling company just got some fertilizer this month, when he received $500,000 in financing from The Quercus Trust of Newport Beach, CA and co-investor 21Ventures LLC, a New York-based venture capital firm.

Flour power - Farmers reinventing local grain growing and milling to create fresh, artisan flours

TRUMANSBURG — Back in the 1800s, it wouldn’t be at all unusual for Tompkins County to have a new flour mill.

“This was the grain belt,” says Thor Oechsner, an organic grain grower who cultivates about 500 acres of wheat and corn in Newfield, which used to be a center for wheat farming. Even now, remnants of old grist mills dot the area. 

But, he said, farmers gradually depleted the soil by using poor methods, and the wheat eventually moved west, where the topsoil was measured in feet, not inches. And with them went the mills, until almost all that was left here were farmers growing grain to feed livestock.

Now there’s a new mill in town, specifically, in a historic mill building in Trumansburg. As the popularity of local, organic foods grew, Oechsner and his farming partners Erick Smith and Dan Lathwell at Cayuga Pure Organics in Brooktondale saw a chance to bring local grains back into style.

They started Farmer Ground Flour in 2009 to sell their locally grown and milled flour to customers who value their methods and their quality products.

“What we’re trying to do is shorten the loop between the consumer and the farmer,” Oechsner says. “The more local food gets, less [energy] goes into the product in terms of transport.”

The result: fresh, gourmet wheat, buckwheat and spelt flours, as well as corn meal and polenta. What’s more, Oechsner and company are working with Cornell University to debut heirloom wheat varieties with great flavor, nutrient density and adaptability that has been lost in the modern quest for super-sized yields.

Unlike big milling operations, which process with metal mills in about six hours what FGF does in a month, it’s all ground in the traditional style, with a Carolina granite millstone that no self-respecting pioneer flour mill would have been without.

It’s that same grindstone that Greg Mol, the mill’s manager and a partner in the venture, has been putting his nose to in order to get the business up and running. Greg, who seems to live in a pair of taped-up coveralls rimed with flour, has the dubious distinction of being the guy who gets to haul to the hopper every speck of the 10,000 pounds of grains a month that will become the flour they ship to New York City farmer’s markets. Once there, it will command a premium price from the city fooderati, whose zeal for a regional diet is unsurpassed. 
Organic farms in area offering winter vegetable shares

ULYSSES — It was a windy, cold and thoroughly unfriendly day last Thursday, but at Stick and Stone farm, the greenhouses were filled with growing greens, the coolers were filled with squash and root vegetables, and customers were hauling boxes of the food to their cars.

Standing by as boxes flowed out, in rugged overalls and muddy boots, Lucy Garrison-Clauson and Chaw Chang, owners of the farm and participants in the Full Plate Farm Collective, chatted with each member of their community supported agriculture program (CSA), who’ve purchased a share of farm produce for the winter season in order to support farmers and eat local produce.

Usually, CSAs sell exclusively during the summer growing months, but since last year, in a growing trend toward eating both sustainably and in season, the three farms in the collective, Stick and Stone Farm, Remembrance Farm and Three Swallows Farm, are offering a winter share of root crops for storage and hardy greens that can withstand the winter cold in covered hoop houses.

“The crops you can grow for winter storage are easiest to grow, and our region is best suited for it,” Chang said.
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