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Strawberries under glass: a pre-season delicacy

By Jana Melcall

Yhisconsin Comespondent
Strawberries under glass: Mike

Finley admits the idea has always

intrigued him. Is it pessible 1o

grow strawberries In a green-

house environment and bring -

them to market carly enough -
thereby warranting a premium
selling price - to justify the ex-
pense? .

Finley 1s hoping he is on to
something that could not only
improve the bottom line at his
fruit-growing business .in
Tanesville, Wisconsin, but that of
ather bemry growers in Wiscon-
sin and the upper Midwest.
‘inley and his wife, Ann, sold
uscious, red, vine-ripened straw-
<erelies at the twice-weekly Madi-
on: Farmers” Market beginning
Aay 22, well ahead of any other
rOWers,

On most days, their 100 pints
f strawberries sold within an
aur.

“H reinforces that there is a
ealthy demand for eatly straw-
erries at a good price,” Finley
1ys. -

The secrek (o the Finleys® early
strawberry production is two 16
foot by 200 foot plasti¢-covered
greenhauses or tunnels. Finley
believes he and a New Hamp-
shire man arethe only onesinthe
country currently producing
strawberries under glass,

The Finleys have owned
Hipp's Fruit Farm, 2801 Happy
Hollow Road, for 16 years, When
they took over the farm from
Finley’s uncle, Gerald Hipp, the
farm had 125 old standard apple
trees, onty a couple of which re-
main, and the farm was down to
about five acres of strawberries,

Since then, Hipp's Fruit Farm
has grown, Offering both u-pick
and already picked fruit, they
grow 14 acres of sirawberries,
two acres of raspberries and an
acre of blueberries, They alse
grow five acres of pumpkins and
work with the Rock Aqua-Jays,
a Fanesville-based national-
champion water-ski show team,
to spensor haunted hayrides on
weekends through October.

Although they typically are teo
busy during strawberry seasonto
selt berries through farmers' mar-

kets, they are regular, lwice-a-
week vendors of raspberries and
blueberries at the Madison Farm-
ers’ Markel, They are looking to
the markel (o determine how
much of a premium consumers
are willing to pay for eagly-sea-
ST sirawberries.

“In this situation, where we
have the first strawberries, we,
may never want June to come,”
Finley says. “The beauty of this
is that we don't have a lot 1o sell.”

The Finleys started their
project last spring, when they
planted some Chandrer strawber-
ries, Chandler is a variely devel-
oped for California markets, but
it is considered the best-tasting
of the varieties grown there, Con-
siderably larger than plants in
Wiscensin strawberry beds, the
variety is neted for its prolonged,
five- or six-week harvest,

When the plants sent out run-
ners fast summes, the Finleys har-
vested them, putting them in cold
slorage briefly before starting
them in a soilless mixture under
a shade structure. They used a
misting system to maintain
proper moisture and, after 30

days of misting, hardened plants
off. In Seplember, they planted
the strawberries inlo the green-
houses and fields. In ali, they
staried 10,000 plants, with 2,400
going into each tunnel and the
rest planted to field culture,

When winter came, though, the
Finleys ran short of time and
didn’t get the greenheuses com-
pleted on schedule, Instead, they
used two heavyweight polypro-
pylene covers over each bed to
protect from the worst of the
Wisconsin winter weather,

The greenhouses - which the
Finleys constructed themselves -
were completed in March.

“The plants starled growing
right away,” Finley says, “It’s my
fecling we lost some days doing
it this way.” .

Inside the tunnels, three rows,
each abowt 40 inches wide, have
plants spaced on a one-by-one-
foot grid. A drip irrigation sys-
tem maintains pzoper moisture,

To facilitate pollination, Finfey
bought 58 live bumblebees and
100 larvae frem Koeppert
Biclogicals in Ana Arbor, Michi-
gan, which -specializes in
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bumblebee production for hot-
house 1omato facilities in the
Netherlands., The bees and lar-
vae, which were let loose in the
tuanels, cost $150.

Finleysays the bumblebees are
highly effective. Honeybees, in
contrast, will spead their time
bumping against the tunnel's
plastic, trying to escape.

Afr temperature at nighls re-
mains significantly above outside
temperatures, and the tunnels
warm up nicely on'days with any
semblance of sun,

"With any type of sunshine, we
cangetitupto75°to 85°, regard-
less of the outside temperature,”
Finley éxplains. “After 85°, we
vent the tunnels,”

Finley has speeded production
of his strawberries by at ksast four
weeks despite this spring's cool
weather, Hipp's usually opens for
the strawberry season on June 15,
In a normally sunny spring; he
hopes to have six weeks of exira
production prior tothe harvest of
field-ripened berries instead of
four weeks this year, Weather
may have played a role in hav-
ing less than six weeks of pre-
season production, but Finley
admits he needstto experiment
with optimum planting dates. -

Q1ho Wells, the University of
New Hampshire researcher who
used this production system last
year for the fiest time, found he

- preceded his regular, field-har-

vest season by six weeks of.
greenhouse-strawberry harvest,
Finley notes. His first strawber-
ries fast year were picked the last
week of April. o

Finley picked his first fryit on,,
May 12 - Mother's Day - but did
not have enough strawberries to -

Justify taking it to market until
10 days later. i

Alate frost, heavy rainfall dur-
Ing harvest or over-wet condi-
ttons can destroy, pummel oroth- -
erwise compromise frult quality
and plant health,

“This system gives us the ap-
portunity to grow in a more so-
phisticated system,” he adds. "In
the field, we're always dealing
with compromisés. Here, we can
certainly moderate the extremes.
.« It's always intrigued me that
this would be the ideal way to
grow sirawbermies. Pveseen that
they do it a lot in Europe.”

To develop this system, the
Finloys recetved a $7,000 grant
from the Wisconsin Department
of Agriculture, Trade and Con-
sumer Protection’s Agricultural
Development and Divesification
progeam a year ago,

“One of our selling points was
that once we got the technology
down, it would be able 10 be
brought to other parts of the
state,” he says of the tunnel sys-
tem. "Its not just applicable to
our situation,” .

In lale June, they received a

92000

My lawyer said now thaf I
have some money, I should have
a will, But 1 figure, now that [
have some money, there’s no
point in dying,

sheeny
By the time most people dis-
cover money doesn’t grow orn-
trees, they're way. out on a linsb,

~-Comments?

-~ E-mailus at .
macé2nd@aol.com
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Orbit registered for disease control in cherry orchards

Wisconsin is tafgeting premium markets by offering the first
vine-ripened strawbetries of the season to consumers.

$9,000 grant, for a second-year
study, ’

Not'oiily do the Finleys have
to submit reports to DATCP
aboit their project, but Finley
expects to talk about their project
at the annual mecting of the Wis-
consin Berry Growers Associa-

titn fand Flikel ¥, 107t North |

- American Strawberry Growers
~ Association, |

" Since the sirawberry plants -

wij] be rippad out after harvest,
Finley is considering other ways
to spread out the expense of tun-
" nel§ jo other enterprises. The pro-
.- duction” of strawberry. plugs for
1 . his'own psé and that of other

strawberry growers is one possi-
bility.

Uiliimately, it is the bottom
line - production volume and pre-
mium prices paid by farmers®
market eonsumers - that will de-
termine whether this type of sys-
tem makes a go of it in Wiscon-
sin.

“I think this is something that
can vitalize the (strawberry) in-
dustey in Wisconsin,” Finley
says. “For the first year, I'm
pretty pleased with the way
things are progressing now, What
we have to find out now is
whether, economically, it justi-
fies all the hoo-hah we’ve gone
to,* . A

Ciba Crop Protection recently
received federal registration from
the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) for use of Orbit
in cherry production.

The locally systemie fungicide
will control brown rot blossom
blight and fruit brown rot, two
perennial disease problems for
cherry producers, according to
the company. Orbit has been
popular with growers of peaches,
nectarines, apricots and plums
since it was approved by the EPA
in 1993, Orbit is not registered
for use in California.

“"These discase concerns
should be at an all-time high
in 1996, predicted Marty
Wigglesworth, senior field re-
search representative for Ciba

The 1996 Michigan peach
forecast calls for a one-third
smaller crop than the prior year.

The 1996 forecast was for 40
million pounds, according to the
Michigan Agricultural Statistics
Service. The frigid winters of
1994 and 1996 have caused the
death or poor performance of
many trees. Buds were killed this
February in many sites that are
not close to Lake Michigan, Frost
damage varied from slight to se-
vere.

Many peach blocks close to the

lake, however, have very good

yield potential, despite a fairly
heavy June drop. Pit hardening
was complete.

The United States peach crop,
excluding California clingstones,
was forecast at 988 million
pounds, down 31% from last
year. Most of the decline is due
tofreeze damage ii the southeast.
The South Carolina crop was
pegged at only 20 million
pounds, while Georgia is ex-
pected to preduce only six mil-

Crop Protection, maker of Orbit,
“In the Great Lakes region, for
example, tart cherry prices were
so poor last season that growers
left lots of fruit on the ground.
That will create an ideal environ-
ment for discase spores to

quickly regenerate when warmer

temperatures. come, We're
pleased to be able to provide
cherry preducers a new option
for disease controi this season.”

Crbit provides effective con-

trol at low use rates, so growers
handle less chemical product and
packaging, according to the com-
pany, . .

For blossom blight contro}
casi of the Rocky Mountains,
apply four ounces of Orbit per
acre in each of up (o three ap-
plications per season. The first

Michigan, U.S. peach production falls

lion pounds, Normallj, those two
states account for 400 million
pounds of peaches annually,. A
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application can be made at early
bloom {popcorn), another at
50%-75% bloom and at petal
fall if the blossom period is pro-
longed or if conditions favor-
able to disease persist. West of
the Rockies, two four-ounce
applications are permitied, one
at 5%-10% bloom, then again
at 80%-100% bloom, if neces-
sary.

For fruit brown rot, Orbit can
be applied at one or two four-
ounce-per-acre sprays beginning
three weeks before harvest, up
until the day of harvest,

Orbit can be applied either by
ground or aerially, the company
said. It’s important to get thor-
ough and uniform coverage with
the spray, Unlike contaet sprays,
Orbit is systemic, so brown rot
protection is not lost to rainfati.
However, applications should be
made with sufficient time for the
spray to dry before a rainfall. Al-
ways read and follow [abel direc-
tions. =
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