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Doing what comes naturally

B Organic farming
finds a new home in
Manchester.

By Nancy Hebb
Special Writer

It seems logical to find lambs
at a placecalled Lamb Farm,
located on Lamb Road.
Ironically, John and Suzanne
Smucker’s Manchester farm got
its name even before they started
raising sheep.

“A friend kept sending mail to
us at ‘Lamb Farm’ when we
moved here, and the name just
stuck,” Suzanne Smucker says.

Known to many area farmers
as “the old Silkworth place,” the
Smuckers’ 220 acres support a
diverse operation, producing
products ranging from organic
compost to free-range chickens,
organic hay to conventional
grain crops. The process of
improving their land and devel-
oping marketable commodities is
still a work in progress, explains
Smucker, but they’ve come a long
way since moving to the farm in
1997.

The Smuckers always pos-
sessed the desire to move
to the country.

“Farming’s in _.
our family, on

both  sides,”
Smucker .
says. “As a
boy, John
helped at
his uncle’s
farm near

Wooster,
Ohio. When we
bought this %
place in 1986 or
’87, we didn’t have a
clear idea of what
we’d do, but we knew
we wanted to farm
down the road.”

They also realized
they wanted to do as ¢
much as possible organ-
ically, starting on a
small scale, from
scratch, doing things
their own way.

John Smucker, whose back-
ground is in banking and engi-

neering, owns Ann Arbor-based
MCE Electronics, producer of
microwave components for wire-
less communications.

Suzanne Smucker’s career was
in nursing. She owned a home
care business in the Detroit area,
which she sold before they
moved to Manchester.

“We wanted to remain close to
Ann Arbor, but be in the country.
This area is ideal,” she says.

“John’s parents were a big
influence on our attitude toward
organic farming. They exposed
us to organic gardening. We
wanted to embrace the same con-
cepts in farming and add back to
the soil.”

Minimizing exposure to harm-
ful chemicals was another rea-
son the Smuckers have
embraced many of the guidelines
for organic production.

After the major job of clearing
the property and reestablishing
fields that had been rented out
for a decade, the couple hired a
soil consultant, Joe Scrimger of
BioSystems, an organic farmer in
Marlette.
improving. One of the recommen-
dations  Scrimger
made was com-
posting.

Most people
are familiar
with the gar-
den compost
pile, but cre-
ating large
quantities of
compost for a
commercial

? says. “We
have several
sources for manure that’s

trucked in. We have a compost
turner, and the process takes the
manure from an unstable state
and, through the aerobic action
of mixing air and temperature,
we break it down into a stabi-
lized, nitrogen-rich soil addi-
tive.” )

The soil needed .

They sell their compost to gar-
deners, greenhouses, and organ-
ic farmers. Many customers pur-
chase the compost because they
are very conscious of the run-off
issues associated with commer-
cial fertilizers, according to
Smucker. With the huge long
lines of compost behind her, she
grins. The investment in the
equipment needed to create
commercial quantities of organic
compost has added value to the
farm two ways: Improving their
own soil and creating a very mar-
ketable product.

Matt Shane, a Michigan State
University extension agent who
lives with his family in the origi-
nal old farmhouse, works for the
Smuckers as their farm manager.
He recently told a group of sheep
producers visiting
Lamb Farm that :
he’s seen a
b i g
improve-
ment in soil
quality
from the
addition of *
organic matter.

“We did a lot
of digging for fence
posts and build- *
ings initially, and %
never saw a single
earthworm,” Shane
says. “Now when we dig
we see lots of nice, big |
night crawlers.” ‘

This has been
accomplished
using the manure
and a particular type of high-
calcium lime, mined sulpha-mag,
and other minerals approved for
organic farming. They’'ve sprayed
fields with fish emulsion, which
proved expensive and very, very
fragrant.

“We've also used green
manures,” Smucker adds, “plow-
ing nitrogen-rich plants back in
to add organic matter to the soil.”

Lamb Farm’s compost is pro-
duced to standards set by the
Organic Crop Improvement
Association, an internationally
recognized certifying agency.
The Smuckers started working
toward having the farm itself
OCIA certified just three years

ago, and hope to receive certifi-
cation this year.

- Sheep were added in 1998.
Why sheep?

Laughs Smucker, “Sheep are
user-friendly. They can tolerate a
lot of learning by their novice
human owners! They've just been
terrific.”

The flock started out with 30
ewes. By acquiring select groups,
they now have 120 ewes and raise
their lambs for direct marketing
as USDA certified fresh or frozen
meat.

To do this, the Smuckers must
send their lambs for processing
under USDA inspection, at a
plant where an inspector is
always present. The USDA also
certifies their on-farm facilities
for storing and selling the meat.

“We sell most of the lamb piece

by piece, frozen, unless we
W, can work with
a buyer and
arrange
ahead of
time to pro-
¥ vide fresh

lamb,?”
"Smucker
explains.
Suzanne
© Smucker is the farm’s
marketing depart-
-ment.

“I target a market, then I
make calls,” she says.

She follows up by
introducing the
product itself to
potential clients.
Lamb buyers have included
Arbor Market, Coleman’s, Four
Season’s, and Arbor Farm
Market. Restaurants also have
embraced their meat.

“If you’ve had lamb at Dan’s
River Grill, Heritage Inn, or The
Village Club in Bloomfield Hills,
it might have been ours,” she
says with pride.

“It hasn’t been a huge market-
ing campaign, for either the lamb
or organic hay or compost,”
Smucker confesses.

Word of mouth is her main ally,
and has brought her individual
family buyers. They are the con-
sumers she plans to target next
for lamb sales.

“Selling the product is a lot



harder than calging i1,"” she ssyve
“It's & challenge to have the
product, whether its hay or lamb,
exactly ax the buyer wants i,
when they wand it.”

For example, the farm might
get o big arder for lamb shanks,
but mob other cuts, Production
and marketing then becomes o
balancing act

Althowgh  disclaiming Ber
hands-on coniributlons to the
farming operation, Smucker
pitehes right in when it's time ko
laad up chickens or worm sheep.

Hays Dan Watson, called their
all-around farm hand and crop
expert, “She's greal. She does o
1™

Walron, & lle-bong Manchester
resident. works rented Land on
his ram, but plans to abandon
thal and concentrate on Lamb
Farm L the Ritiare. Fles selive in

Fhists by Sanay Felbh
Buzanne Smucker and Dan Watson are prowd of the Lamb Farm aper
ation. The Smackers' farm suppons a diverse speration, poodweing
producls ramging frem organic compost to frecornnge chickens and
lroen srganic hay to convenlional groin crops.

many loeal agricafturnl orgnnizn-
tinns, and hns lots of experienes
with shoap aml catile (both beel
and dalry)

Ope af the mosl inleresting
@specls of Lomb Farm is the
Smuckers' willingness to try new
things While alfalfa prodeses
the main pasture for  the
Smuckers' potational grazing ays-
tem, they alae ook for sther cosl-
efMickent, viable feed alte rnatives
o Il them inerease their per
acre production.

To this emd. Michigan State
Universily sheep specialist, Joe
Book DVM., and Mait Shane
have armanged nomerons lests of
forage erops for the sheep @
Tamdy farm,

& pepenl edcaticnal “paslide
walk” combucted by Rook, and
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Shane, open to othor sheop pro-
ducers, explained this years tri-
als &t Lamb Farm Par of the
acreage is planted in crops usual-
v used as winter forage in India
These flearish &t & time when
grass pastures are depleted in
Michigan. Anciher feld is sopwm
turnips and oals.

Prod the prazing ssascd
and minimizing the amount of
harvested hay And grain the
shesp must be fed simply makes
pennomical sense,

“We want tn have the form sus-
Lain Eself, 20 we can keep it oper-
aling, cover olr expenses, and
suppart  our  employees”

Smucker says,

In her mind, they're just getting
starbed,

"We wand to dio no harm, coexist
with nature, and operate a very

diversified, profitnble farm ™

Long-term plans may include
producing organic vegelables and
fruil, honey, chicken and beal

“Who knowa?' Smucker says
with a shrug, “We'll ook For niche
markets and assess whother we
can fill them,"

In the near fobure, Smiscker
hopes to have a store-like sefling
on the famm, where people can
come |n and shop.,

“It would also be nice to just
have people come to the farm to
gp what forming's like,” she
ndds.

Talking to Suzanne Smucker.
whose enthusiasm s matched
oaly by her enengy, and viewing
the improvemenls made lo this
very old Farm in just a few short
weapd, Gl easy Lo envizion suc-
cesa, They've Infused Lamb Farm
with fresh vitality, proving that
new and sgesold methods can
work for the consumer, the land,
and the landowner



