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Farmers find ways to use land year-round

By Lee Egerstrom
St. Paul Pioneer Press

BURTRUM — This time of year,
the more curious of Bob Lanners’
cattle stand around their barn-
vard, look up through the oaks
and watch people barrel down
the cleared front of Eagle Moun-
tain on snow tubes.

Bob and Ursula Lanners call
this winter use of their pasture-
land and hillsides “snow farming.”

Elsewhere around Minnesota
and Wisconsin, more farmers are
exploring “offseason farming,” or
ways to diversify their farm busi-
nesses to generate income from
land assets when fields aren’t
producing crops.

“Our snow business has become
a lot bigger than our cattle busi-
ness,” said Bob Lanners. “The
cattle are fun, but we couldn’t
slurvive on this farm with just cat-
tle.”

Anecdotal evidence suggests
farm families are becoming cre-
ative in finding ways to turn liter-
ally frozen farm assets into nine-
to 12-month income-generating
resources.

It allows farm families to hold
onto farms too small or unpro-
ductive to be sustainable as tradi-
tional crop or livestock farms,
said Paul Hugunin, agricultural
marketing specialist with the
Minnesota Department of Agri-
culture in St. Paul.

Just how big this farming niche
has become is not known because
no financial figures are kept on
the trend. But people contacting
the Agriculture Department to be
listed in state directories provide
evidence that the trend is gaining
momentum, he said.

For instance, six farm families
operate bed and breakfast inns
on their farms and are listed in
the Minnesota Grown Directory
assembled and published by
Hugunin's office. Six more farms
are listed as operating compost
and “soil amendment” businesses
that make valuable products from
animal wastes.

One fast-growing category for
new farming ventures is “work-
shops, classes and presenta-
tions,” Hugunin said. He now has
nine such educational farm sites
listed in the directory, but he
knows there are more.

Four farms now list themselves
as caterers and concession opera-
tors. Again, Hugunin knows there
are others. Afton Apple Orchards,
for instance, is listed as an
orchard but also hosts weddings
and receptions in the orchard
facilities — as do several Min-
nesota and Wisconsin orchards
that seek additional revenue.

The directory now has 30 farms
or farmers’ market sites where
farm families sell bakery prod-
ucts, and it has a listing of 73
farms that offer commereial farm
tours.

Finally, Minnesota gained two
more commercial wineries in the
past year and now has 12. That’s
up from about two wineries just a
decade ago. All but two are on
farms converted from other uses
that would otherwise be consoli-
dated into larger farms or turned
over to real estate developers.

Kyle Peterson, a Minneapolis
attorney and member of a third-
generation farm family in Chisa-
go City, said expanding into wine
production kept the Peterson
farm together.

His parents and grandparents
were beekeepers and small farm-
ers. “We looked for ways to keep
the farm in the family,” he said.
“If we couldn’t make it work, we
would have to sell.”

What emerged is the Wine
Haven Winery and Vineyard, and
its products have won national
and international competitions
for dessert wine categories.

The grandfather, Ellsworth
Peterson, and Kyle's parents
Kevin and Cheri Peterson began
experimenting with making a
mead, or honey wine. That led to
experimenting with grapes and
fruit wines, such as raspberry
and rhubarb. And all that led to
year-round activity at the winery
built on the farm that is actually
inside the city limits of Chisago
City.

The grandson said the conver-
sion to wine represents “offsea-
son farming” because the farm
now produces revenue all year
long, and winter months, when
fields are dormant and bees
aren't buzzing, are now important
_for wine making and wine retail-
ing.

Also north of St. Paul, the Hugo
Animal Farm has morphed from a
small cattle-raising enterprise to
a tour business, said Shannon
Peterson, a daughter of the farm
operators who schedules tours.

Tom and Sharon Pogreba own
the farm. He is a retired teacher
who raised cattle on the Hugo
farm while teaching at nearby
Forest Lake High School. Ani-
mals are kept now for field trips,
primarily for elementary schools
and day-care visits that allow vis-
itors to pet animals and take
hayrides.

“Mom does the farm tours and
Dad does the behind-the-scene
work and actual farming,” Peter-
son said. In addition, her father
raises Christmas trees on land he
owns near Grand Rapids and
brings down to the Hugo farm
from northern Minnesota.

Most of these metro-area farms
are too small to be profitable
operating as traditional Minneso-
ta crop farms. Switching to other
ventures extends the farm busi-
ness season, expands revenue
from the farm assets, and lets the
farm owners better rationalize
their property holdings.

The same dynamic has new ven-
tures popping up all over Min-
nesota where land resources are
not ideal for growing major
crops, or where land holdings are
too small to be economically
viable as they were a generation
ago.

A former dairy farm near
Alexandria is now the Carlos
Creek Winery and apple orchard,
founded in 1998. Another farm in
nearby Kensington is now the
Andes Tower Hills Ski Area. In
both cases, the owners decided
on the best use for the farm
assets, said Dale Ekdahl, the Car-
los Creek winery manager.

“I grew up on a dairy farm two
miles from here, and I know that
there are 210 named lakes in a
25-mile radius of where I'm
standing,” he said. “The whole
Alexandria area has become a
great tourism area. We'll get from
1,500 to 2,000 visitors a day on
weekends during the summer
months, and maybe 500 people
other times during the year.”

A walk through Bob Lanners’
farm and the Eagle Mountain
snow tubing resort 40 miles
northwest of St. Cloud shows how
making maximum use of land
resources can lead to year-round
revenue flow.

Lanners said the farm is small
for what is called a “cow-call
operation.” or a ranch. It consists
of about 250 acres, of which 100
acres is forested primarily by
oak. Less than 80 acres of land
are tillable for growing feed

crops such as corn, soybeans and
hay, and the rest could loosely be
called pastureland, including the
tube runs down Eagle Mountain.

He cut back on raising cattle as
the snow tubing business expand-
ed. Now, he said, he usually
keeps 30 beef cows and one bull.
Calves are born in April and May,
and he sells an average of 27
calves a year to cattle feeders
through the livestock sales barn
at Albany. Depending on the age
and weight of the calves, this calf
crop produces fall revenue of
$10,000 to $15,000 most years.

Then comes the snow season,
usually starting in November.
Eagle Mountain now gets more
than 10,000 tubing customers a
season paying from $10 to $13
each Lo rent tubes and buy tickets
that give access to the rope tows,
and food and beverage sales in
the chalet generate more than
$200,000 in sales each year.

The snow season comes to an
end in late winter or early spring,
partly depending on weather and
advance bookings that justify

keeping snowmaking equipment
working on the slopes. That sea-
son gives way to the summer
growing season, growing feed
crops for the cattle and what
Lanners called “the rock picking
season. This land is covered with
rocks and boulders,” he said.

Indeed it is. This area of
Stearns and Todd counties is part
of the St. Croix moraine complex,
said St. Cloud State University
geographer Benjamin Richason
III. A retreating glacier not only
left behind the ridges and high
hills found in that area of central
Minnesota, but it also deposited
rocks and boulders that were
dragged back through the area by
the ice.

Lanners said he has “rock
boxes™ mounted on his farm
equipment, and picks rocks and
boulders as he works the fields.
Then, using trucks he acquired to
serve his different business inter-
ests, he started hauling the rocks
to St. Cloud nurseries and land-
scape architecture firms.

“I don't know why, but usually
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at the foot of one of the tubing hills on his farm near Burtrum.
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Bob Lanners
| checks cattle on

his farm near
Burtrum. Lanners
is a Minnesota
| farmer who uses
his farm assets to
produce multi-sea-
sonal income. Lan-
ners, who has a
4 small 250-acre cat-

tle ranch about 40
miles northwest of
St. Cloud, uses
steep hills in his
pastureland to
operate the Eagle
Mountain snow
tubing and cross
country ski resort.
He also gathers

@ from his land to
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& cuts and sells fire-
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they want the rocks in the
spring,” he said. And that, too, is
a growing business. Lanners sold
$6,000 work of rocks last year,
$4,000 the year before and $3,000
the year before that — at about
$150 for a truckload.

In the summer months, when
the crops are growing and the
cattle are leisurely grazing the
pastures and hillsides, Lanners
uses his trucks to haul trash and
help lake resorts and lake prop-
erty owners. There are 26 lakes
with developments in the area,
another natural resource left
behind by the glaciers.

That business loses steam by
fall, but that's when central Min-
nesota residents and recreational
property owners start stocking
their homes with fireplace wood.
Lanners turns his attention and
his farm equipment loose in his
oak forests.

“That’s our second-best busi-
ness now,” he said. “We're getting
$20,000 to $30,000 a year for fire-
wood. And it's another season for
us, before the snow.”
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