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ROOTED HERE: Family Farms of the Moh

Cover Photography: Jessica Rotkiewicz, IMR VISUALS

I've known for months that Twanted to tell the
story of our family farms in this issue of Mo~
hawic Valley Living. What [ wasn't sure ol was
exactly how [ wanted to tell it

Last year, we [ocused on one farming family and
their story. This year, | wanted to pull the lens
back and look at farming across our region, from
dairy and produce farms to flower farms and
orchards, and even hydroponie Farming right in
the heart of Utica's Corn Hill neighborhood.

I wanted to know how these families came to
farming and what the land, the work and the
farm itself mean to them. I wanted to understand
what has changed from one generation Lo the
next, what has tested them, what they're most
proud of and, perhaps most importantly, what
keeps them going. What [ didn’t expect to discover
was just how connected they all are, Thereis a
shared purpose among these farmers that goes
far heyond what they grow, raise or produce. They
are feeding our families, supporting one another
and continuing a way of life that has shaped the
Mohawlk Valley [or generations,

When you walk into a place like North Star
Orchards, where we photographed this month's
cover, you're greeted by a beauatiful farm market
overflowing with colorful fruits and vegetables,
fresh-baked goods and locally made products, IL's
easy to admire it all and start filling your basket,

What you don't immediately see is everything it
took to get there. The work begins long before

anything reaches the farm stand. There are
fields to prepare, seeds to plant, animals to care
for and crops to tend. There are early mornings
and long days, equipment to maintain and
problems to solve. There are seasons that coop-
erate and seasons that don’t. One unexpected
frost, too much rain or not enough can change
manths of work almost overnight.

And yet, they keep going. For some, that means
carrying on what their parents and grandpar
ents huilt. For others, farming is a path they
found for themselves. Their operations have
changed with new technology, new crops, new
markets and new ways of reaching customers,
but so much of what matters remains the same:
hard work, resilience, family and a responsibility
Lo leave something worth carrying forward.

| was also struck by how often their stories
intersect. One farm market may carry vegeta-
bles grown by another nearby farmer. A dairy
operation may work with another farm to grow
its herd. Locally made products travel from one
farm stand to another. Farmers share knowl-
edge, resources and, when needed, a helping
hand. Each has its own specialty and story, but
together they form a network that keeps more
of what we eat grown, raised and produced
right here in our region.

That may be what stayed with me most while
working on this issue. At a time when we hear
so much about where our food comes from and
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how it is produced, there is something reassur-
ing about meeting the people who are actually
growing it You can stand in their fields, walk
through their barns, see their greenhouses and
archards, and begin to understand the care,
uncertainty and commitment behind what
eventually ends up on our tables.

1 also wanted to know what these farmers wish
the rest ol us understood about Farming today
and what they hope comes next. Their answers
are different, just as their farms are different.
But beneath them is something shared: pride
in what they do, respect for those who came
before them and hope that another generation
will he willing to carry it forward.

After spending time with these farmers, T have
an even greater appreciation for what they do
every day, not only for their own families and
businesses, but for all of ours,

This manth, we're taking you beyond the farm
stand and into the fields, barns, orchards and
grecnhouses of the Mohawlk Valley to meet
some of the people helping feed our region and
hear the stories behind the food we so often
Lake for granted.

I think you'll look at that next basket of
apples, gallon of milk or just-picked tomato a
little differently.
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FLY CREEK CIDER

Fly Creek Cider Mill has been part of the land-
scape outside Cooperstown since 1856. For Bill
Michaels, carrying that history forward is both
a Family legacy and a responsibility. Bill's par-
ents purchased the property in the early 1960s.
He began his career in hospitality before re-
turning to Fly Creek in 1999 to purchase the Mill
from them. “It gave me the opportunity to bring
my hospitality background home and continue
something that had already become an import-
ant part of our family and the cormmunity.”

Since then, the Mill has evolved from pri-
marily a fall operation into an eight-month
destination, opening around Mother's Day and
continuing until just before Christmas. A major
renovation in 2016 modernized the building
and brought cider production directly into the
retail experience. The product ling, foodservice
offerings and farm winery portfolio have also
grown, while preserving the historic character
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generations of visitors remember.

Bill remains a hands-on owner, overseeing cider
production, marketing and financial operations
while working closely with the management

team. “There is a tremendous amount of behind-

the-scenes work required to have the Mill ready
for our visitors every day. Keeping things fresh,
new and clean is a huge undertaking that I don't
think many people realize when they visit.”

Part of that work is balancing the Mill's history
with the realities of operating today. Cider is
still produced using equipment dating back

to the late 1800s, but everything must meet
modern standards for quality and food safety.
“Historic authenticity is something we pride
ourselves on. We want people to experience
cider being made in much the same way it

has been for generations while meeting all of
today's standards for quality and food safety.”

Finding a dependable seasonal workloree has
been another challenge in a small eommunity
with a shrinking labor force. The Mill has adapt-
ed by supplementing its American workforce
with seasonal employees through the H-2B visa
program, working alongside year-round and
loeal seasonal stall.,

For Bill, the work is rewarded by the people
who walk through the doors. “T am most proud
af seeing our customers' expressions and the
positive experiences they have when visiting
the Mill. Many visitors have never seen cider
being made before, and they are impressed that
we can produce a superior product in much

the same manner it has been done for genera-
tions. Being able to preserve that history while
continuing to grow and improve the business is
very rewarding.”

Those visitors have also become part of the Mill's
connection to the region. “Our regional visitors
are some of our best ambassadors. They are the
people who champion what we do, bring their
friends and families to visit, and spread the word
aboul the Mill. We are fortunate to be part of

a larger tourism community eentered around
Cooperstown and the Mohawlk Valley, and the
success of all of us is interconnected.”

Bill wishes more people understood that same
connection when it comes Lo the food they buy.
“I'wish more people understood how much
work, risk and commitment are behind the food
and products they enjoy. Whether it is an apple
grower, a cider maker, a small food producer or
a family-owned business, there are real people
behind those products who care deeply about
their quality. Buying locally and visiting places
where food is actually produced gives people a
much greater appreciation for that connection.”

With a history that began long before the
Michaels family arrived, Bill thinks of the
future in terms of stewardship. His children
have careers and interests of their own, and

he doesn't know who will eventually carry the
Mill forward. "More importantly, I hope that
whoever eventually becomes the next stew-

ard of the Mill has the passion, patience and
resilience to continue growing the operation
while respecting what makes it special. The Mill
has been operating since 1856, long before my
family became involved, and my hope is that it
remains a thriving business and destination for
generations to come,”

Nearly 170 years after the Mill was built, much
has changed. What Bill hopes to preserve is the
experience generations of families have made
part of their own traditions.

VISIT FLY CREEK CIDER MILL & ORCHARD

Address: 288 Goose Street, Fly Creek, NY 13337
Hours: Daily: 9am-6pm through December 20th -
celebrating it's 170th season.

Mill Favorites: Fresh-pressed sweet cider, Mill-aged
extra-sharp New York cheddar, Mill-made fudge and
specialty foods, along with apple wines and hard ciders
made from New Yark State apples.

While You're There: Take a complimentary self-guided
tour to see the historic cider-making process, explore the
Mill Store Marketplace and Tasting Room, and spend
some time along the Millpond Boardwalk.
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