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W E L C O M E
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Agri-tourism is a rather new buzz word for most people, but it is hardly a new concept. 

Capitalizing on the harvest outside of one's own family or community or fiefdom has been 

in vogue ever since the first humans managed their own produce and livestock. Reports 

of great mob-attracting festivals date back 3,000 years and more. And it's probably not 

a stretch to imagine some cave man inviting the neighboring clan to come over and take 

a look at the lineup of whatever he "hunted" or "gathered" in order to celebrate the spoils.

Those paintings on the walls? They might have been from the face painters, practicing for 

all the children attending the Neanderthal 200,000 B.C. Festival, for all we know. 

What is relatively new is the emphasis on southwestern Virginia's growth and prominence 

as an agri-tourism venue. What it comes down to, is suitability. The Blue Ridge Mountains.

The wineries. The orchards. The farms. The animals. And the very hills and valleys open 

up and whisper (we're not shouting yet) to visitors from all over the globe: Come and see.

Celebrate our beauty and bounty. 

It's well worth the visit.

Tom Field

One of my forebears... 
figured out it was easier to bring
five gallons of whiskey to customers
than 20 bushels of apples

— Page 13
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Editorial Advisory Board

Valley Business FRONT has organized an 

Editorial Advisory Board in order to help 

direct coverage. FRONT selected a group 

of 16 diverse business professionals, who 

will serve as a sounding board throughout 

the 18 month rotational term that will  

turn over every year and a half.

The board will be given the task of 

helping FRONT understand the issues 

and develop coverage. “We’re journalists,” 

says Editor Dan Smith, “and not business 

experts. This group of distinguished 

business professionals—whose range in 

age, experience, level and specialty is 

impressive—will give us a solid handle on 

how business runs and what the primary 

issues and key players are in this region. 

My guess is that our coverage of business 

will be especially useful because of this 

group of people.”

A U G U S T

Biographies and contact information on

each contributor are provided on Page 68.
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Once upon a time, we called it “farm stays,” a chance to

spend a weekend, a week, or even longer as part of – in

most cases – a small agricultural enterprise. The industry

that has evolved from that simple idea, beginning as

agriturismo in Italy (and still far stronger there than in the

US), now includes not only overnight visits in cottages,

lodges, or more elegant bed and breakfast facilities, but

tours for school children, corn mazes, festivals to celebrate

local culture, pick-your-own operations, and wineries.

Indeed, the list seems to be limited only by the amount 

of imagination the farmer commits to his or her business. 

According to a US Department of Agriculture 2007 report

(the latest available), agritourism farms account for only

about 10 percent of U. S. farmland, and typically each

generate in the neighborhood of $16 thousand in gross

income, but that does not include the income from sales 

Agritourism...
A Growing
Business >

Executive Summary: 

Planning a vacation?  

Think outside the box, or

maybe, the packing crate.

By Rachael Garrity
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of farm products to tourists, which is at least half again as

much. Plus, it could be argued that when these statistics 

are updated using data currently being gathered for the

2012 report, the dramatic growth in wineries, in states 

like Virginia, will boost both the acreage involved and 

the revenue total significantly. 

Just as they have in the nation as a whole, agricultural

operations in Virginia have steadily declined in the last

decade, and yet agriculture remains the number one

industry. According to the National Agriculture Statistics

Service, in 1997, there were 49,366 farms in Virginia, and 

by 2011 that number had dipped to 46,400.

Moving starkly in the other direction is the wine industry. 

In 1979, there were a mere six Virginia wineries. In 2007, 

the number topped 130 and this year that’s increased to

228. Also on the upswing is the tourism industry. The 2005

count of 1 million tourists had become 1.6 million by 2010. 

Statistics like these and the kind of evidence scientists

sometimes tend to dismiss, calling it “anecdotal,” together

make the argument that agritourism is a force to be

reckoned with in the Commonwealth. That “anecdotal”

evidence is in actuality based on stories of hard work, 

long hours, indomitability, and a sense of community 

that – happily – provides revenues for the owners, tax

income for the Commonwealth, employment for local

citizens, and memorable experiences for visitors with

cameras and curiosity. The cases that follow, representing 

four different counties and individual operations, have in

common a sense of purpose that extends well beyond, 

as the song goes, “stayin’ alive.” 

Joe’s trees

Sue Bostic is as authentic a farmer as one can find. A Craig

County native, she moved away only once. Deeply saddened

by her father’s death and looking for a change, she became 

a Roanoke City police officer in 1990, and stayed on the

force for three years, until her mother asked if she would 

be interested in co-ownership of the farm.
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Tom Field

Charles Lytton, our FRONTcover
model, played the stoic farmer from
the famous “American Gothic” painting 
by Grant Wood. But it didn’t come 
naturally. People of Appalachia know 
Charles as anything but stonefaced. 
The grab-your-paw-and-give-you-a 
firm-handshake-good-ol-boy from 
up-the-holla’ is eager to pitch in and 
help farmers. Oh, and he’s written a 
few books about life ‘round these here
parts: New River Bonnets, Apple Butter
and Moonshine: The Raising of a Fat
Little Boy; The Cool Side of the Pillow;
and The View from White Rock.



“It all started,” she remembers, “in 1962, before I was born,

when my oldest siblings participated in a 4-H project. To

help them, daddy planted 500 trees. At that time, he also

had beef cattle, but before long he’d planted more than

100,000 trees. When I describe the history of the farm to

school children, I point out that I basically knew how to

identify the different kinds of trees before I knew my ABCs.”

When she moved back to the farm, Joe’s Trees’ sales were

at around 200 trees a year. Current sales are 1,400 and

counting, but just as important to Sue is the fact that this is

quite literally a dream come true. “My daddy, Joe Subtlett,

thought the real answer was to get the customers to come

to us rather than the other way around. That’s the way it

works today.” 

Sue keeps it working by following a host of business-

building practices straight out of the training manuals for

agritourism:

• Expand your offerings.

Joe’s Trees now sells wreaths and garlands as 

well as trees. Plus, Sue has added a pumpkin 

patch, a corn maze, hayrides (both just for riding 

and to go find the tree you want), day camps, 

and school tours. 

• Focus on customer service.

When Sue started a farm festival which takes 

place each year in October, she decided to keep 

the costs for attendees at an absolute minimum, 

as in zero.  No entry charge, no charge for parking. 

Tree sales are “choose and cut”. Participating 

vendors pay only $25 per day or $40 for a 

weekend, and represent a full range of skills: 

beekeeping, blacksmithing, chair-caning, and 

apple-butter making, to name a few. 

• Build impact by collaborating with local businesses.

Food at the festival includes ice cream from 

Homestead Creamery, beef and bison from 

farms in Craig County.

• Take advantage of all kinds of marketing 

Printed ads and handouts, once the mainstay 

of Joe’s trees, are neither gone nor forgotten, 

but they are joined by a professionally designed 

website and Facebook page. Personal attention 

generates word-of-mouth promotion. Sue 

admits that she is personally involved with almost 

every school group that visits. “My thing is 

education,” she insists. “I go to the field with 

them, kneel down, show how the pumpkin 

pollinates, that sort of stuff. One time, the 

teacher said they were studying Native 

Americans, so I put an arrowhead in my pocket, 

and wove that into the story. I am oh so aware 

that these kids are my future.”
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Mike Wilson
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While there is no doubt that Joe’s Trees revolves around 

the magnetism and energy of Sue Bostic, she is quick to

point out that she is surrounded by rich sources of support.

Her husband, Jamie, works for Verizon, and when they 

were married warned that he was no farmer. “Still, he’s

right in there when we’re mid-season, helping with the

trees, driving trucks, doing whatever he can,” she insists. 

“It takes a special man, and he’s my rock.”

Sue Huffman, whom Sue sees as much as a

friend/mentor/second mother as an employee, is the

designer of the wreaths. Local high school students, 

along with students from Virginia Tech form a willing

workforce, especially in the fall and winter. The pumpkin

patch welcomes visitors every weekend beginning the

middle of September until the end of October. School

groups are usually in evidence every weekday. 

Christmas tree sales begin November 12.

Then there is Sue the mom, driving a luggage truck for

summer 4-H camp, helping her two children as they groom

sheep for competition, working to assure they learn not

only to execute the tasks involved with farming, but love 

it just as her father did and as she does – every day. And 

this year, in addition to their traditional beef and bison,

Joe’s will be offering lamb—Sue and Jamie’s son’s lamb.

“Yet another 4-H project that just might grow into a 

full-time business like the tree project did 50 years 

ago,” smiles Sue.

Johnson’s orchArds

“First off, I am a farmer,” says Danny Johnson, his tone

suggesting right away that he also is a veteran storyteller,

and there’s a good bit of story to tell. “My wife, Nancy, 

has all the good ideas about building the business.”

Noting that his family originally settled in Bedford County

in the 1750s and “raised fruit at the top of the Peaks of

Otter,” Danny explains that his grandfather had “been in

tomatoes,” but his father wanted to “do apples, because

you don’t have to bend over to pick ‘em.” The first apple

tree was planted in 1919.

Apparently, the urge to find a better way to operate is

inherited. Danny chuckles when he explains: “ The lake up

here is fed by Stillhouse Creek, which is named after the

operation of one of my forebears who figured out it was

easier to bring five gallons of whiskey to customers than 

20 bushels of apples.”

More recently, the Johnsons were commercial fruit 

growers, shipping all over the world from 350 acres of 

fruit. Then, having determined it would take 1 million

C O V E R   S T O R Y
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bushels of apples to supply what the buyers wanted, they

moved away from packing in the 1970s and began to supply

fruit packers in several states.

Still, the family “find-a-way” urge prevailed. In 1984, “the

dangedest hailstorm I’ve ever seen” damaged the orchards.

“What do you do with hail-picked apples? Well, I painted a

piece of board and hung it on the back of the truck. It said

‘Dimpled Darlings.’ And once the retail operation started,

we just sorta never stopped.”

Every now and again, he admits, he still has people asking 

if he plans to “plant Dimpled Darlings” again.

Then, in the late 1980s, Nancy noted she was beginning to

see signs for wineries along major highways, and suggested

that if they could get people to come and buy wine, those

people might also buy apples. By the mid 1990s, the

Johnsons had opened Peaks of Otter, Bedford County’s 

first winery, and the first all-fruit winery in Virginia. 

When Danny’s parents passed away, and the family

homestead was vacant, Nancy mentioned the possibility 

of vacation rental. “We started remodeling the next day,”

Danny points out. “Truth is, on a farm you have to be ready

to change. If you start thinking everything is going okay, 

it’s time to look around.”

According to the website, which reads a good bit like 

Danny talks – “Everything is furnished but the food and

you”. Families who choose to stay in Elmo’s Rest, named

after Danny’s father, can enjoy 250 acres of orchards,

woods, and pastures on which there are “cattle, horses,

burros, dogs, cats, pigs, goats, sheep, chickens, rabbits,

turkeys and other assorted types.”

If they happen to choose the second weekend in July any

given year, they can also attend the Horse and Hound

Festival.

“In some ways, it’s pretty much like any other wine festival,”

Danny admits. “There are local craftspeople, good food,

wine, the normal stuff. But then we add the horses and

dogs. We feature a patriotic opening done on horseback, 

a “kiddie korral”, muskrat race, things like that. And the

idea is to support three local charities.”

Now in its ninth year, the Festival has attracted 50 plus

vendors. Do visitors meet and talk with the Johnsons?

“I start the day parking cars,” Danny chuckles.

It’s not difficult to imagine that whether it’s school children

on field trips, vacationers at Elmo’s Rest, wine-tasters or

history buffs, there is something for anyone who is lucky

enough to find Johnson’s Orchards, and the Johnson family.

14 t AUGUST 2013 / vbFRONT



Blue ridge VineyArds

It’s a Saturday night in June. The old barn straddles a knoll.

Children tumble in the grass; picnickers arrange folding

canvas chairs around coolers, careful to take advantage of

the view of the meadows beyond. Smoke rises from the

large brick oven, with a tower of pizza boxes waiting on 

the table nearby. A black Labrador sits quietly on a blanket

near his owner, who, wine glass in hand, taps his toe to the

music. Inside the barn, that same music fills the dance floor,

surrounded by a motley array of tables and chairs, full of

casually dressed couples and backed by a bustling tasting

room. Stone Cellar, the band, is clearly a local favorite.

“A good part of what we do is give people serenity, a 

chance to breathe the country air,” says Barbara Kolb,

owner with her husband, Jim Holaday, of Blue Ridge

Vineyard near Eagle Rock in Botetourt County. The music

and tasting events have become so popular that they’re

planned for Saturdays and Sundays from April through

October. The Roanoke Astronomical Society occasionally

schedules star-gazing parties to take advantage of the 

lack of light pollution.

Kolb is a molecular biologist, and Holaday is a geologist,

both are originally from Texas. They planted their first acre
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Blue Ridge Vineyard
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of grapes in 1985, at a time when there was only one other

winery west of the Blue Ridge, and opened the winery 

six years ago.

“In the beginning, we had grapes and goats,” she

remembers, “and my thinking was that here was a crop 

that couldn’t be mechanized, which meant a way to 

raise children with a true sense of responsibility.” 

Today, they produce and bottle 24,000 bottles per year,

with Gewurztraminer, Reisling, Traminette, Cabernet 

Franc and Pinot Noir vines gracing a good part of their 

300 acres. Their three daughters, now adults, remain

involved in the operation, which Barbara describes 

with her trademark candor as a “hilarious adventure.” 

Fun, though, clearly does not mean without effort. “This 

is a far cry from being a bench chemist,” she elaborates.

“I’ve spent a lot of time climbing into tanks, and for 22 

years we’ve been to every session offered for area grape

growers.”

For 15 of those years, she has taught viticulture at Virginia

Western University, and while she holds advanced degrees

in molecular genetics, her enthusiasm is as much about the

quality of life the vineyard operation engenders as about

the business at hand. Jim, a former pilot, has taught both

earth science and physics at Lord Botetourt High School,

and together the couple has been involved in a host of

regional charitable events.

Barbara chuckles, “People who come here will say, ‘Can 

we trade lives?’ If truth be told, even the work is fun.”

thistle coVe FArm

When Sandra Bennett and her husband, Dave Bricker,

moved into the house on Thistle Cove Farm in January 

1996, in a remote, no-cell-phone-service-still area of

Tazewll County, it was 35° below zero. Built in 1900 

to 1902, the house had fallen into disrepair. Sandra

remembers shoveling snow from the inside to the 

outside before they could begin renovation, and 

walking through the house each morning beating 

a cookpot with a wooden spoon to roust the animals 

who had come in seeking shelter.

The couple had left Richmond to buy the smallest farm 

in the valley, just a bit over 27 acres. Both had roots in

Appalachia, with Sandra’s paternal ancestors having 

moved there in the late 1600s.  Within a matter of 

months, they began accumulating farm animals, 

principally sheep. Then they added American curly 

horses, chosen because people who are allergic to 

horses can generally tolerate them and also because 
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Blue Ridge Vineyard (Botetourt County)

Mike Wilson
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Thistle Cove Farm (Tazewell County)

Mike Wilson
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the hair on the horses can be spun into yarn, making 

it compatible with the fiber operation generated from

sheeps’ wool.

It was not long before Sandra’s zeal for all things

Appalachian gave birth to farm tours and festivals that

highlight the distinctive culture. Fiber artists, dulcimer

makers, beekeepers, basket makers and farriers joined 

Civil War re-enactors to provide the kind of experiential

learning that lasts. In every case, and in a departure from

the practices of many event planners, Sandra paid the

artisans $50 each. As she explains, “I told them the Good

Book says a workman is worth his or her hire, so I'm not

asking for a freebie. If I'm making money, you're making

money." 

In 2000, the first Appalachian Festival she staged drew

1,000 people from seven different states. There, too, 

she charged vendors a minimum amount. Thistle Cove

hosted the festival for two additional years after that, 

with a smaller crowd, but no less enthusiastic reviews.  

The operation brought the small farm and its owners to 

the attention of a man from Bluefield who wanted to bring

individuals from the former Soviet Republic to see how

agritourism can work. And, before long, Sandra had been

asked to travel to their home countries and teach them 

how small businesses, not-for-profit organizations, local

governments and farmers could work together. 

She was working under the auspices of the U.S. State

Department, but officialdom failed to daunt her spirit. At

one point, eager to emphasize how crucial it is that they

recognize the richness of their heritage, she grabbed a

scarf, tied it around her head, and used the image of the

familiar Russian babushka as an example. Some of her

listeners vehemently resisted, she remembers, but then 

the mayor of the town, a woman, gave an impassioned

speech.

“She spoke in Russian, of course,” Sandra recalls, “and 

I wasn’t at all sure that the translation I received was

accurate. But at the end she – and I believe, we – 

received hearty applause.”

Sandra’s husband, Dave, responsible for what Sandra 

calls the “technological and numbers” side of their

operation traveled with her to Russia, at his own 

expense. Over the years, Thistle Cove grew to more 

than 50 sheep and 8 horses. Sandra does most of the 

farm labor, including trimming horses’ hooves, but 

insists on professionals for sheep-shearing, using either 

a neighbor or a young man from Floyd, and a local vet 

tech for de-worming the animals.

C O V E R   S T O R Y

vbFRONT / AUGUST 2013 u 19



It was a thriving operation with a comfortable division of

labor. Then, in November 2011, Dave died. The grief, and

the continued responsibility for so many animals, each of

which she cherishes, led Sandra to a difficult decision. She 

is in the process of selling the farm, but keeping the name

and opening a similar, but less complex, operation in the

area of Amelia, VA. There she will have a fresh start with a

new potential audience to celebrate Appalachian culture

and the rich returns of hard work and hearty enterprise.

the Winning 

comBinAtion

One distinctive feature of agritourism is its dependency 

on a rich collaboration between owners, the local

community, and all levels of government – local, state 

and national. At the nexus of that collaborative in many

cases is the County Agricultural Extension Agent, whose

business it is to know or find someone who knows not 

only the technical/agricultural side of operations as 

diverse as raising sheep and pruning grapevines, but 

to work with 4-H groups, aspiring entrepreneurs, 

educators, and even the (one hopes) occasional 

disgruntled individual who has run afoul of one 

or another regulation or legislative issue.

Charles Lytton, who recently retired as Giles County

Agricultural Extension Agent,explains:

“On the economic side, this is money that stays local, 

builds employment, creates success that feeds us. The 

value of land – and yes, the taxes – go up when you plant 

a vineyard, and even with one or two acres, you start

employing people. On the education side, this is a prime

way to teach people what food is, how hard it is to grow 

a grape or make apple butter or fruit jelly. A whole lot of

people don’t know that there are more living organisms in 

a handful of soil than there are people in North America.

What better way to let them smell hay – and manure – 

and get some of that dirt under their fingernails.”

Retired, perhaps, but anything but retiring, Charles spends

part of his time at Glen Alton, a 304-acre property in Giles

County that was until the 1980s a working farm, and is 

now owned by the US Forest Service. There, he ran a 

recent workshop on raised-bed planting “so kids can sit 

on the beds and watch the vegetables grow.” He’s also

helping with a local start-up venture funded by monies 

from Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell’s Agriculture &

Forestry Industries Development Fund (AFID), shared 

by Giles, Montgomery and Pulaski Counties and designed 

to both build new and sustain existing agritourism

operations, giving the area’s young people a rich 

incentive to stay “down on the farm.”
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