
OCTOBER 2021“The Business Journal For Berkshire County”Vol. 25 No. 6 

BERKSHIRE TRADE &
COMMERCE  monthly

BY JOHN TOWNES

With the increasing popularity of locally 
produced food, and a pool of current 

or aspiring farmers with agricultural and 
business skills, the possibilities for continued 
growth of the regional agricultural economy 
are bright.

However, there is still a signifi cant ob-
stacle: limited access to affordable farmland 
at a price that allows small and mid-sized 
farms to gain security and long-term fi nancial 
viability. This has been a barrier to entry for 
many aspiring farmers. Others rent land, 
which allows them to operate but does not 
provide for long-term stability.

This long-standing problem has become 
increasingly acute as real estate prices and the 
value of land for commercial and residential 
development continues to escalate.

A new initiative, the Harry Conklin Fund 
for Farmsteads, has been launched to help 
alleviate this situation by providing an alter-
native to renting or outright land ownership.

continued on page 18

BY JOHN TOWNES

In addition to the demands of the growing and 
harvesting seasons, the goal of preserving 

the regional agricultural economy requires 
addressing longer-term generational strategies 
to maintain independent farms into the future.

One example of this is Many Forks Farm, 
situated on a 20-acre site along the North 
Branch of the Hoosic River, at 1360 River 
Rd. in Clarksburg.

Sharon Wyrrick, owner of Many Forks 
Farm, has launched an initiative to fi nd a 
successor to eventually take over the farm.

“I’ve reached the age where I have to 
prepare for the time when I no longer run the 
farm,” said Wyrrick, who established Many 
Forks Farm in 2012 by leasing 2 acres of the 
current site. “I’m looking for someone who 
has experience with farming, the ability to 
manage it, and has a good understanding of 
the community and the mission of the farm.”

Wyrrick added that she is not planning to 
leave her position immediately. “This is a 
part of the long-term goal I’ve had since the 
beginning,’ she said. “I’m going to continue 
to operate the farm while looking for the right 
person, and I expect to stay on and work with 
them during the transition.”

continued on page 16

After nearly a decade of operating Many Forks Farm in Clarksburg, 
Sharon Wyrrick has succeeded in her long-term effort to acquire all 
20 acres of a property that had earlier been divided. The additional 
acreage (shown partially in foreground) will allow her to continue 
expanding her community supported agriculture (CSA) operation

and begin the search for an eventual successor for the farm.
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Molly Comstock has Colfax Farm’s produce ready 
to sell at the West Stockbridge Farmers Market. Her 
search for a new location for her farming operation 
has inspired an initiative to provide small farmers 

with an alternative to either leasing or
purchasing agricultural land.
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She noted that the time is right because 
of her acquisition of the full 20 acres this 
spring and other circumstances in the farm’s 
development.

“Until this year, the site had been divided 
between a section I owned, and another sec-
tion I rented,” she said. “I knew that it would 
be difficult to find someone to take it over 
while the farm was divided like that. Now, 
with it all under common ownership, it is 
much more feasible.”

While Wyrrick lives off-site, she noted 
that a house on the property is suitable for 
residency by a new farmer.

Advocate of local food access
Wyrrick currently grows about 75 different 

vegetables, herbs, flowers and berries. She 
operates the farm (manyforksfarm.com) with 
a full-time farm manager and also has an 
average of two to three seasonal employees.

While Wyrrick emphasized that Many 
Forks Farm is an entrepreneurial venture, it 
is also an outgrowth of her longtime interest 
in – and advocacy of – local food and sustain-
able food systems. She sees her farm both as 
a way to put those beliefs into practice and 
to increase the public’s awareness and access 
to fresh local food.

Wyrrick started growing vegetables in 
Tulsa, Okla., where she 
grew up. After graduat-
ing from the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma, she 
moved to Washington, 
D.C., for post-graduate 
studies in the perform-
ing arts at American 
University.

She became a pro-
fessional dancer and 
choreographer and 
interdisciplinary artist based in the Wash-
ington, D.C., area – incorporating opera, 
performance art, theater and other forms of 
creative expression into her work.

Although her career was in the arts, she 
retained her passion for agriculture and food. 
Among other themes, Wyrrick’s creative 
works addressed subjects related to food and 
the natural world.

While living in the rural foothills of the 
Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia, she estab-
lished a small homestead garden and became 
active in the local agricultural community. 

She spent much of her time learning to grow 
food plants and creating aesthetically appeal-
ing vegetable gardens and edible landscaping.

She moved to Massachusetts in 2000 after 
meeting her husband, Matt Silliman, a phi-
losophy instructor at Massachusetts College 

of Liberal Arts.
Wyrrick became in-

volved in local proj-
ects related to food 
and farming. She pro-
duced a documentary, 
A Place of Stones, 
about the local food 
movement in northern 
Berkshire County.

She also prepared 
to establish an agricul-

tural venture, taking courses at the University 
of Massachusetts and workshops in organic 
vegetable growing and small farming and 
innovative approaches to growing food.

“I knew I wanted to do something in ag-
riculture here before I moved up, although 
I wasn’t sure in what form,” she recalled.

After developing her plans and saving up 
enough money to get started, she launched 
Many Forks Farm on a half-acre at the pres-
ent site.

Wyrrick started the farm as a market 
garden, and then initiated a community 

Farm succession plan
continued from page 1

Above: Kathy Kierstead and her daughter Morgan of North Adams select their vegetables during one 
of Many Forks Farm’s weekly distributions to its roughly 80 CSA members. Below: Many Forks owner 
Sharon Wyrrick arranges onions for curing in one of the Clarksburg farm’s hoop barns.

supported agricultural (CSA) venture in the 
2013 season with 15 family shares.

In a CSA, customers purchase shares 
of a farm’s projected harvest before the 
growing season, which provides the farmer 
with capital to finance the operations. The 
members then receive a portion of the crops 
over the season.

Currently the Many Forks CSA has about 
80 shares held by 150 households.

One of Wyrrick’s passions is providing 
access to quality food to everyone, including 
those on moderate and low incomes. About 30 
percent of the CSA members receive financial 
assistance for the cost of their shares through 
community collaborations with Hoosac Har-
vest, Berkshire Grown, Community Health 
Programs, and individual donors.

Through her farming, Wyrrick empha-
sizes sustainable practices and healthy 
food. She continuously builds the soil and 
biodiversity of the farm to improve the health 
of the land and the environment. The farm 
does not use GMOs or synthetic fertilizers 
or pesticides.

In addition to the more familiar forms of 
produce, Wyrrick has also grown unusual 
and heirloom variations of culinary staples, 

“I was happy renting and had 
not planned on becoming a 
landowner. But I had made 
significant investment in the 
soil and infrastructure, and 

it would have been extremely 
difficult to start over on a dif-

ferent leased acreage.”
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Berkshire Agricultural Ventures is a 501(c)(3) organization

BAV supports our region’s greatest assets:  
local farms & food businesses. We provide financing  
& business assistance to ensure long-term viability, 

growth & a thriving food economy. 
Learn more online.

Berkshire Agricultural Ventures 

Growing the Future of Food in Our Community
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including vegetables of colors not usually as-
sociated with them. “I want to introduce people 
to different varieties of 
vegetables than they are 
used to,” she said.

In 2019, she also be-
gan a long-term project 
of cultivating native plants, shrubs and trees 
that provide habitat and food for beneficial 
insects, pollinators and birds.

Farm reunited
From 1959 to 1980 the 20-acre property just 

south of the Vermont border had been owned 
by John and Evelyn Keizer, who lived there 
before leaving the area.

The Keizer family retained the northerly 
12.5 acres hoping to return or build on their 
parcel at some point in the future.

They sold 7.5 acres, including a house, to 
Sharon and Curt Foehl.

Wyrrick started Many Forks Farm in 2012 
by renting a portion of the property owned by 
the Foehls. Then, in 2015, the Foehls decided 
to sell their 7.5-acre property and farmhouse, 
and Wyrrick purchased it.

“I was happy renting and had not planned 
on becoming a landowner,” she said. “But I 
had made significant investment in the soil 
and infrastructure, and it would have been 
extremely difficult to start over on a different 
leased acreage.”

To finance the purchase, she received a 
Farm Service Agency farm ownership loan 
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

She noted that the Foehl portion of the 
site also includes wetlands and woods, and 
about 2 acres of it are cultivated.

At around the same time, she enlarged 
the farm and the amount of land she could 
cultivate by renting the 12.5 acres that were 
still owned by the Keizer family. That added 
roughly two more acres of cultivated land.

Wyrrick said she had periodically checked 
with the Keizers to see if they were interested 
in selling their remaining land to her. This 
past March, the family called her and said 
they were ready to sell.

“We discussed it, and they agreed to lower 
the price from its higher full-market value 
down to its agricultural value,” said Wyrrick. 
“So, I used my personal savings to purchase 
it for $28,000.”

Wyrrick said that, in addition to increasing 
the amount of land that can be cultivated, she 
was also motivated to preserve the original 
characteristics of the overall property as a 
working farm and a resource for the com-
munity and environment.

“It wasn’t only a business decision,” she 
said. “I believe it was important to reassemble 
and protect the original 20 acres as a working 
farm for a variety of other reasons.”

Wyrrick also hopes to place the property 
under some form of agricultural easement 
to further ensure it will remain a farm for 
the long run.

She took a step in that direction after be-
coming eligible in September 2020 (prior to 
the purchase) for a Farm Viability Enhance-
ment Program grant from the state to install 
a farm processing kitchen connected to the 
farmhouse. That facility, which is currently 

being built in a lower section on the house’s 
rear side, is designed to produce baked 

goods, jams, and other 
products that utilize 
the farm’s produce and 
expand and diversify its 
potential revenue.

As one of the requirements for the grant, 
she agreed to put the farm property under 
a five-year agricultural covenant, which 
requires that it remain in agricultural use for 
at least that period of time.

Wyrrick is currently exploring other pos-
sibilities to establish a longer-term agricul-
tural easement through a land trust or other 
organization. “The five-year agricultural 
covenant will give me some time to investi-
gate and hopefully figure out how to put the 
farm under a more permanent agricultural 
easement and protection,” she said. “That 
is my plan and hope.”u

“I want to introduce people to 
different varieties of vegeta-
bles than they are used to.”
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