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Farmland is not the first thing most people think of when they consider
southeast Michigan. They may think of higher education because of the
presence of several major universities in Washtenaw and Wayne Counties,
or they may think of factories and industry. But there are thriving farms
throughout Washtenaw County and in communities just outside the county.
Some small farmers offer farm shares or sell their produce at farm markets
or to local restaurants. Others have built a living around offering “pick your
own” (also called U-pick) crops to those willing to put in some sweat equity
to get fresh local fruit and vegetables.

Over the course of June and early July, | traveled across Washtenaw County
talking to farmers who are active in the “pick your own scene.” Almost all
of them mentioned that going to a farm to pick berries, peas or apples is a
great family outing and an educational opportunity for children who, today,
tend to think food comes from a supermarket shelf.

Rose Timbers, an employee at Wiard’s Orchard, said a trip to the orchard
could be a unique experience for children and families. “In today’s society,
it’s rare that children know how their food is grown,” she said.

“l encourage families to bring their kids,” said Ed Makielski, owner of
Makielski’s Berry Farm in Ypsilanti. “I like kids to know that raspberries
come off bushes, not out of boxes.”

Customers of the “pick your own” farms also echo those sentiments, as well
as expressing a desire to support local farmers and keep money in the local
economy. Karin Halsey, a resident of Ypsilanti Township, has picked apples
in Wayne County and has picked peas and strawberries in Washtenaw
County.

“I enjoy the novelty of picking my own food from time to time,” she said.
“It tends to make me appreciate the amount of work that goes into my full
plate each meal. | like having some sense of knowing where my food came
from.”

Noel Fox picking strawberries at Rowe’s Produce Farm

“| tell people to eat the berries the same day they pick them...
they have ten times the flavor of those berries shipped
in from California.” ~ Mark Girard
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“A lot of kids think apples come from the store —
they don’t know the work that goes into it.
~ Rose Timbers of Wiards Orchard

My “pick your own” journey started at the easternmost edge of Washtenaw
County at Rowe’s Produce farm in Ypsilanti Township. There, Mark Girard
and a crew of high school and college students direct local produce lovers
out to the fields to pick strawberries, peas and raspberries.

Girard married into the berry business. The farm was started in 1965 by
Glenn Rowe, Mark Girard’s father-in-law. The Rowe family got into the
pick your own scene in the early 1970s, according to Girard. Girard had

no experience with farming and worked for Ford when he married Glenn
Rowe’s daughter in 1979. When he was “temporarily” laid off, Girard’s
father-in-law invited him to help out on the farm until something else came
along.

“Next thing I knew, | was running the place,” Girard said with a laugh.

In 1976, a consortium of four local berry growers in Ypsilanti and Belleville
approached community leaders in Belleville to ask about starting a Straw-
berry Festival, and the community has been celebrating berries with a huge
community event every Father’s Day weekend since then. Girard said that
the festival always piques interest in his farm’s offerings each June. Sadly,
though, his farm is now the only one of the original founding farms still in
operation.

Rowe’s Produce Farm is run with a mix of old traditions and new technol-
ogy. Girard sends out postcards alerting those on the mailing list that the
berries (or peas) are ripe for picking. Girard said he also used to print book-
lets of strawberry recipes. Today, though he still sends out more than 12,000
paper postcards, he’s gone high-tech. He’s encouraging people to sign up for
e-mail notifications instead, and as of early June, he had more than 1,100
subscribers to those email alerts. Another change: The berry recipes have
moved from paper pamphlets to the farm’s Web site.

Despite the growing use of technology, the profitability of farming is still
based on the whims of Mother Nature. When asked what kind of factors af-
fect the size of the crop and how soon it ripens, Girard said, “Everything!”

Too much or too little sun, too much or too little rain, wind and more can
affect the availability of berries and peas.

“If you get too hard a rain, it can beat the berries to a pulp,” he said.






