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GROWING
An Industry
Agriculture is an engine for tourism
By Kathy Gibbons  |  Grand Traverse Scene photography by Jan-Michael Stump and Keith King
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AGRICULTURE AND TOURISM ARE 
THE SECOND AND THIRDLARGEST 
INDUSTRIES in the state. Combined, 
they have become a huge economic driver 
in Michigan. 

Ed O’Keefe saw it coming a long time ago.
“We realized tourism and agriculture went 

together 15 to 20 years ago,” said O’Keefe, 
founder and CEO of Chateau Grand 
Traverse on the Old Mission Peninsula. “I 
knew it from the beginning. I never had 
any doubts.

“I thought it would be faster.”
Even if it’s moved slower than O’Keefe 

had expected, it seems to be progressing 
briskly now. 

“I would say the most popular area for 
agritourism is Southwest Michigan and 
that’s partly because there are a lot of people 
that come up from the Chicago area and visit 
a lot of the farm markets and agritainment 
kinds of ventures in that area,” said Charles 
Goodman, president of the Michigan 
Agritourism Association and part-time 
resident of the Old Mission Peninsula, 
where his family has a farm. “Probably the 
Traverse City area — that northwest five 
or six counties — would be number two in 
the state.”

Here, wineries continue to open and 
expand, the local foods movement is 
exploding and tourists keep discovering the 
place as it garners one accolade after another 
for being a desirable destination.

“When I think of agritourism, I include 
our wine industry, farmers markets, U-pick 
and to some degree our foodie culture with 
the popularity of our local chefs deploying 
the farm to table concept using our locally 
grown products,” said Brad Van Dommelen, 

This Page: From top, wine is poured at Blustone 
Vineyard. (Stump photo.) The view from Blustone 
last fall. Below, the Knightons hosted their son's 
wedding at Blustone. (Courtesy photos.)

Opposite Left: Blake Bernard pours samples 
for Mike and Kari Poshumus of Hudsonville at 
Blustone Vineyards. (Stump photo.)
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president of the Traverse City Convention 
and Visitors Bureau. “Now with the growth 
of local hop farms, even microbreweries can 
be included in our agritourism product.”

While Van Dommelen and Goodman don’t 
have statistics on agritourism’s financial 
impact in the region, they say it’s an industry 
that is definitely growing.

“"e charm and character of the TC 
area complements the foodie/agritourism 
product, providing a complete experience for 
consumers to enjoy,” Van Dommelen said. “I 
think we will continue to see growth.”

Western Michigan University has 
obtained a grant to do a detailed analysis of 
agritourism in Michigan, Goodman said.

“We’re looking forward to having more 
data in the future,” he added.

GROW AND SELL

Certainly, the businesses expanding or 
newly setting up shop to capitalize on 
the region’s agritourism industry see the 

possibilities. Tom Knighton, owner of the 
recently opened Blustone Vineyard on the 
Leelanau Peninsula, is one of them.

“People like to connect with a wonderful 
product and connect with where it’s made 
and connect to the people who make it,” he 
said. “I think that’s what’s special about not 
only agritourism in general, but agritourism 
in Northwest Michigan.

“You’re connecting with the people making 
the product, and the environment from 
which it comes.”

Knighton and his wife, Joan, built a home 
in Leland in 2000 after vacationing there for 
years. Spending half of their time in Chicago 
and half in Leland, they’re wine aficionados 
who have enjoyed traveling to winemaking 
regions around the world.

“We started to watch the wine industry 
in the whole Northwest Michigan area and 
started to talk to several of the vineyards 
that were there,” Knighton said. “We looked 
at it both from the perspective of the quality 

of the wines being made and became 
increasingly impressed, and the industry 
itself – it’s firmly in a growth mode.”

"e Knightons found an existing vineyard 
for sale off Sylt Road near Lake Leelanau. 
Eight acres of the 39-acre farm were already 
planted with grapes; they’ve since expanded 
that to 10, with another five to be planted 
next year.

"e Knightons produced their first wines 
in 2010 and have been selling them to 
restaurants and retail outlets. In November, 
they opened their tasting room on what 
happened to be one of the busiest weekends 
of the year – the Leelanau Peninsula 
Vintners Association Toast the Season 
wine tour. 

“We had 800 visitors,” Knighton said. “It 
was crazy, but a lot of fun.

“Even in the short time our tasting room 
has been open, we’ve been amazed at the 
draw not only from Michigan but from 
surrounding states.”

“One person at 
the wedding said, 
‘I finally get why 
you want to spend 
so much time here. 
I finally get it now 
that I’m  here.’”

— Tom Knighton, 
 Blustone Vineyard
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"e Knightons’ friends back in Chicago 
have been supportive of their decision to 
open the winery, Tom said, but they didn’t 
really get it until their oldest son got married 
in the vineyard last September.

As Tom describes it, it was one of those 
spectacular northern Michigan sunny fall 
weekends. Grape harvest was in full swing. 
"e tasting room was half built and so that’s 
what shows in the background of a lot of the 
wedding pictures. Still, it couldn’t have been 
more perfect, Tom said.

“"e biggest reaction people had was, ‘I 
had no idea this existed — that you could 
have this beautiful of an area that produces 
world class wines,’” he said. “One person at 
the wedding said, ‘I finally get why you want 
to spend so much time here. I finally get it 
now that I’m here.’”

LOOKING FOR LOCAL

When tourists are here, local is what 
they’re seeking, said Joan Peyerk, co-owner 
of Leelanau Pie and Pastry in Lake Leelanau.

“"ey love to hear that we try to use all 
Michigan products,” she said. 

Her husband, classically trained Chef Gene 
Peyerk, makes French cinnamon rolls with 

French pastry dough and instead of raisins, 
he uses dried cherries.

“"at’s what they’re looking for,” she said.
A short distance away, sisters Sarah Landry 

Ryder and Christen Landry see the same 
possibilities. "eir original Kejara’s Bridge 
restaurant and music venue has evolved 
into "e Redheads. For the last decade or 
so, they’ve been producing local products, 
which are carried in about 60 stores around 
Michigan. "ey also operate their Redheads 
Café and Tasting Room in Lake Leelanau 
from April to October and hope to go year-
round with it soon.

“We support other local and organic 
vendors like Higher Grounds Coffee 
and Light of Day Tea, which are other 
agritourism kinds of businesses,” said Ryder.

In fact, the entrepreneurial spirit behind 
the small businesses that populate local 
agritourism is making it more possible for 
native sons and daughters to return and 
make their lives here.

“"ough Traverse is growing, you have to 
develop your own career in a lot of ways,” 
said Ryder, a Leland High School graduate. “I 
think it’s a great way for people who want to, 
to come back home.”

Lynn Groleau, owner with husband Louis 
of Groleau’s Farm Market in East Bay 
Township, said they’re able to stay open all 
year. Besides fresh eggs year round, they 
start in May with plants, then sell fresh fruits 
and vegetables – many grown on their farm 
– into the fall. "en comes pumpkins, corn 
stalks and fall crops followed by Christmas 
trees. "ey’re also making pies, breads, 
cookies, soups and doing some canning in 
addition to selling other local products.

“In the summer, we’ve got Spider Lake with 
all the resorts out there,” she said. “Timber 
Ridge (RV & Recreation Resort) is up the 
road. A couple people at the hotels send a lot 
of people our way.

“"ey like the local product.” �

Kathy Gibbons is city editor for features 
and business at the Traverse City Record-
Eagle and editor of Grand Traverse 
Scene magazine.

Far Top Left: The tasting room at 
Blustone Vineyard. (Courtesy photo.)

Far Left: Louis and Lynn Groleau at Groleau's 
Farm Market, which is open year-round now, 
selling its own and other local products in addition 
to produce, baked goods and more. (King photos.)

UP NORTH FAVORITES

231-271-6600
In the Village of Suttons Bay
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www.edwardsfurnishings.com

Home Furnishings Inc.
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Antique
Malls!

Wilson Antiques Downtown
123 S. Union • Traverse City

231-946-4177

Wilson Antiques East Bay
5600 US-31 N. • Acme

231-922-9285
www.wilsonantiquemall.com


