Money-Making Ideas To Boost Farm Incom

It’s possible that one of the hottest new
health foods is already growing on your
property, especially if you live along the
East Coast. Aronia, which is better known
as black chokeberry is now considered a
“superfood”. If you aren’t among the few
lucky enough to have it growing wild, you
can buy seedlings to grow for your own
use - or commercially to meet the growing
market demand.

“The antioxidant percentage is so much
higher than acai berries, blueberries and
goji berries. It’s just being rediscovered
in North America,” says Bob Pertzborn,
a board member of the Midwest Aronia
Association, who grows 1,200 aronia shrubs
on his Ankeny, lowa, property. He points
out that Native Americans and pioneers ate
the berries, which also protected their skin
from sun damage.

The aronia association was organized in
2008, after lowa State University Extension
research provided production information,
and producers recognized aronia as a value-
added crop.

“The varieties are out of Europe because
they are better performing than native
varieties,” Pertzborn says. Commercial
growers plant varieties including Viking,
Galicjanka, McKenzie and Nero.

The 4 to 12-in. plugs are planted with a
tree planter 2 1/2 to 5 ft. apart in rows 14 to
15 ft. apart. Growers often install electric
fence if deer are a problem because they
like to pull up small trees. Rabbits also
like to nibble on the young trees, but that
only makes the roots more developed and
the trees recover, Pertzborn says. Birds
don’t like the berries so they don’t present
a problem.

If the soil is good and there is no
competition from grass and weeds, aronia
bears fruit in the third or fourth year and
can produce up to 20 to 35 Ibs./year when
mature. The shrubs grow up to 12 ft. tall
and thrive for decades on most soils. One
practice is to cut them back every 14 years
or so and prune out the weakest canes and
let them grow again.

Chokeberries Become New “Superfood”

“They need the freeze cycle to produce
berries,” Pertzborn notes. So they can be
grown in Canada and the upper half of the
U.S. In addition to the Iowa-based group,
the Mid Atlantic Aronia Growers Association
serves New England growers.

Arange of growers from hobby farmers to
large-acreage crop farmers plant aronia for
extra income or to diversify.

Pertzborn planted his shrubs in a field
that had been in grass/wildflowers for 5
years. He used landscape fabric covered
by woodchips to prevent weed competition
and harvested berries in the third year.
Mechanical harvesters similar to blueberry
pickers are used to pick the ripe fruit in mid-
August to mid-September.

The deep purple berries have a soft seed
and are rather tart. While a few people like to
eat them fresh, most prefer them in recipes,
such as jams, jellies, juices, desserts or
vinaigrettes.

“There are 240 aronia items in grocery
stores right now,” Pertzborn says. Many
producers use organic growing practices and
sell the berries wholesale. Others sell direct or
create their own products. Prices range from
$1 to $12/Ib. depending on the market.

For people interested in making their
own food, the Midwest Aronia Association
is the best source for recipes, says Brenda
Gorseth, a North Dakota caterer (www.
woodwardfarm.com) who also does custom
baking and makes original jams, relishes and
salsas from food grown on her Cathay, N.
Dak., property.

“I love aronia berries,” she says. “It’s a
clean berry to work with; it holds its shape.
I like how versatile they are. The chili is
delicious and they make a nice rich sauce
with chocolate.”

She and about 50 other North Dakota
aronia enthusiasts met this winter to sample
everything from pepper jam to sausage to
smoothies with aronia as the star ingredient,
and to discuss possibly forming a cooperative
to share the cost of the harvester and
marketing.

“Area farmers have been planting them
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Black chokeberries have déep purple berries with a soft seed and are somewhat tart.

Many producers use organic growing practices and sell the berries wholesale.

in the tree lines for conservation, because
they are hardy, the deer don’t bother them,
and they don’t winter kill,” Gorseth says.
Some growers are planting 40 acres or more
to diversify, and a local winery, Dakota Sun
Gardens, won a gold cup for its aronia wine
at a prestigious competition.

“People like that aronia berries are not
overly sweet and are healthy,” Gorseth adds,
noting she is eager to harvest her own berries
next year to develop salsa and vinaigrette
recipes.

Aaron Opdahl harvested a ton of berries
off 300 shrubs in one year and makes wine.
He hosted the North Dakota meeting because
he’s excited about the health benefits and
opportunities, though he’s never considered
himself a big health nut.

“I was putting in a windbreak and aronias
were on the list. Now we are hooked big

time,” he says. The shrubs are hardy in
North Dakota’s harsh winters and haven’t
had any pest issues. Soil makes a difference
in yield. A few of his 5-year-old trees
yielded more than 40 Ibs. each, but most
average about 6 lbs./tree in the sandy loam
soil, he says.

So far he harvests by hand, but notes
a harvester (about $50,000) would be a
reasonable investment if markets stay at
$3 to 4/1b.

For people interested in learning more,
the 5™ Annual Midwest Aronia Conference
will be held in Moline, I11., March 19-21.

Contact: FARM SHOW Followup,
Midwest Aronia Association, 61817 650th
St., Atlantic, Towa 50022 (ph 515 778-
4262; info@midwestaronia.org; www.
midwestaronia.org).

When Scott Holtgrew and a friend scrapped
out old irrigation systems for salvage as
teens, Holtgrew had no idea he would one
day own a business that puts up new ones.
Over the past decade, the entrepreneur and
his crews have become more efficient and
busier as more and more producers invest in
irrigating the sandy soil fields in a 150-mile
radius of Atkinson, Neb.

“There are 3,000 bolts on a standard
(quarter-section) center pivot irrigation
system, which is 1,290 ft. long,” Holtgrew
says, noting that his crew of 2 to 6 people
sets up the basic machine, and the dealer
sets up the computerized system to get it
running.

With cordless and air impact drivers, a
Cat skidsteer, and a telehandler, a crew of 5
can build 2 systems in a long day. Holtgrew
rigged up a boom on his skidsteer and uses
tow wheels to assist in the building.

“It’s easier for dealers to contract us
than hire employees, because it’s seasonal
work,” Holtgrew says. Also, during the
busiest installation time (March through
May) irrigation dealership workers are busy
troubleshooting systems.

Holtgrew notes that his first opportunity
to build systems came when he was in high
school and a tornado hit in the area. A dealer

asked him to build a couple systems. After
earning a degree in diesel mechanics and
working at a diesel shop, a bigger tornado
hit causing major damage to a 30-mile
stretch. A dealer asked him to work full-time
building pivots. The 20 pivots he built in 2005
expanded to 150 pivots, plus corner machines
and other work in 2013 - an exceptional year
for installations. The crew worked most of the
winter, except when there was a blizzard.

“We don’t really advertise,” Holtgrew
says. Dealers in the area call him for new
installation and after storms.

The Nebraskan also helps farm about 5,000
acres, including his own 80-acre hobby farm.

“It’s a good fit, because I like being outside,
and I like a challenge,” he says. To keep busy
during off-time his crew does some building
construction, hauling and other jobs.

He anticipates continued need for his
services.

“We have sandy soil, so we need the water.
There’s always a demand for irrigation.
Storm-damaged pivots keep us busy in the
summer,” he says.

Contact: FARM SHOW Followup, Scott
Holtgrew, Holtgrew Irrigation, 87770 St.
Hwy. 11, Atkinson, Neb. 68713 (ph 402 925-
2211; holtgrewirg@yahoo.com).
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center pivot irrigation systems.

Business is thriving for Nebraskan Scott Holtgrew, who assembles and installs new

Center Pivot Assembly Keeps Nebraska Contractor Busy

L S L

P A%

Do Friends & Neighbors Borrow

Your FARM SHOW?

You probably don’t mind sharing your copies of FARM SHOW
with friends, neighbors, relatives or co-workers, but wouldn't it
be nice if they all had their own subscriptions? Now you can
“gift” a year of FARM SHOW to anyone and renew your own
subscription at a cut-rate price. See enclosed order form or
call 800 834-9665 to order.
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