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WOODSTOCK - The key to agriculture, as
well as agricultural tourism, is sustainabil-
ity.

Ann Chaney - co-owner of Grace Farm in
Woodstock, a producer of organically grown
raspberries, asparagus and Icelandic wool -
believes that it will take more than picking a
few pumpkins to take agricultural tourism in
McHenry County to the next level.

“What I'd like to do is create a living farm,”
she said. “We want to create a place where
people can be entertained when they come,
but also reminds them of what it was like. This
is a different kind of historical destination. ...
It’s important to learn how things were done,
how things are done.”

Toward that end, Chaney - who works for
the United States Railroad Retirement Board
in Chicago - and her husband, Mike Owney,
are participating in a three-year pilot study
to evaluate the use of seasonal high tunnels
as a soil and water conservation practice in
Northern Illinois.

“It’s white polyfilm that rolls up the side.
We put an insect screen from the top of the
structure to the ground,” Chaney said. “The

way the plants are trellised inside the tunnel,
you walk into a botanical garden of raspber-
ries. ... In this kind of environment they grow
like tropical plants.”

Grace Farm raises nine varieties - includ-
ing Himbo-Top, Nova, Caroline, a yellow rasp-
berry called the Sweet Anne and black Jewel.
Prefer fewer seeds? Try the Joan J or Royalty
varieties.

“We deliberately chose an assortment
of early, intermediate and late varieties,”
Chaney said. Some fruit once or twice a year,
firston old canes then on new. Others are ever-
bearing. But all seem to benefit from tunnel’s
higher interiors humidity and temperature.

“Because of the high tunnel, most fruit
from late June until the first significant snow-
fall,” Chaney said. Raspberry aficionados can
pick their own from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Fridays
and Saturdays, or by appointment, until the
season ends.

“Once we don’t get the solar energy heating
these things up, that’s it,” Owney said. “By De-
cember, it’s generally run its course.”

Berry good investment

A $6,900 grant from the Natural Resources
Conservation Service of the U.S. Department
of Agriculture, enabled the dynamic duo to

afford the $10,000 “plastic tunnel” from the
English company Haygrove Ltd.

Chaney said last year at this time they
would have lost all of the plants by now. But
these “high tunnels” enable she and Owney to
maintain the plants through December. The
12-foot-tall tunnel resembles a flexible Quon-
set hut, pulled tight against galvanized tub-
ing and further secured with rope and stakes.
Added bracing, straw bales and vents, used
by Owney used to “McGyver” a solution to
gale-force winds that hit the county Oct. 26,
still remain.

“The hoops raised up 4 inches and the
whole thing shifted,” Chaney said.

The impromptu vents equalized pressure
inside and kept the tunnel grounded. Since
the plants are trellised s — tied upwards to per-
pendicular supports - that would have been
disastrous. Now it’s just prolific.

“I pick them right off the cane,” Chaney
said. “Why wait for the cereal?”

Owney and Chaney also are evaluating the
Haygrove high tunnels — with U.S. headquar-
ters in Harrisburg, Pa. - for their ability to
provide ventilation on hot and humid days.
Screening, which rises 4 feet along the side
for ventilation, provides a physical barrier to
insect infestation. Raspberries are a favorite
of Japanese beetles, which can fly in from as
far away as 5 miles.

In 2009, Grace Farm lost an estimated 25
to 30 percent of its raspberries to extended
wet weather, Japanese beetle infestation, and
delayed ripening of its most productive berry
varieties.

A 25-plant test plot, planted out in the open
near the high tunnels, underscores this. It also
provides a baseline for comparison.

The Illinois pilot study also will help gather
data preventing erosion and nutrient deple-
tion, and mitigating pesticide residues where
high tunnels are used. Study participants will
collect and report data to NRCS on an annual
basis. As part of an NRCS conservation plan,
Owney and Chaney plan to install gutters next
year to divert rainwater runoff into rain bar-
rels to supply their low-pressure drip-irriga-
tion system. They believe this will provide a
more consistent harvest.

“Over a four-year periodm we established a
half-acre of raspberries. We have over 1,000 es-
tablished canes and added an additional 1,000
canes this year,” Chaney said. The pair plan to
plant another 1,500 to 2,000 canes next spring.

“It’s easy. You just crawl along the ground,
dig a trench with your fingers and put some
water on them,” said Owney, a carpenter and
furniture-maker by trade. “They are very pro-
lific. They want to control and own the envi-
ronment that they are in.”

Mowing helps reign the runners in, as does
New Zealand white clover - planted in the 18
inches between rows to suppress weeds and
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