
A sustainability ethos leads 
chefs to extreme measures 
in support of farmers.

By Amelia Levin
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farm to grow its own food in 2017, says 
founder and CEO Adam Eskin.

“The Dig Inn farm will be a living lab 
for growing food—a place to train 
farmers and chefs and model our 
definition of sustainability,” he says. 
“Budding chefs will have a tangible 
connection to the seasons—learning 
to cook the same sweet potatoes they 
harvest firsthand in our fields. And 
our onsite research-and-development 
team will work with fresh heirloom 
produce to create vegetable-forward 
dishes. Mostly we want to cultivate 
a community of families, schools, 
local organizations, farmers and chefs 
around a space that inspires, excites and 
transforms the future of food.”

The chain plans to grow vegetables for 
the restaurants, but the farm will mostly 
be used as a type of lab where staff can 
experiment with specialty herbs and 
heirloom seed varieties, Eskin says. The 
majority of the produce will continue to 
come from long-standing farm partners 
to make sure their relationships are still 
economically viable.

In addition to buying a farm, Dig Inn 
also helped R&R Produce, a family 
farm in Goshen, New York, buy a 
refrigerated truck and the owners to 
attend a two-day learning session on 
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) 
certification, a voluntary audit that 
verifies fruits and vegetables are 
produced, packaged, handled and 
stored as safely as possible to minimize 
risks of microbial food-safety hazards.

Dig Inn also continues to support 
local farms by buying full volumes 
of produce. For example, if the chain 

“overbuys” kale, chefs create another 
dish using the excess or help resell the 
surplus on behalf of the farmers.

Historically, farmers have often been 
burned by buyers who find something 
cheaper and purchase outside of the 
contract, Eskin says. “Our company 
is made up of integral people who are 
committed to a higher purpose, which 
means we don’t cut corners, even 
when it can save us a quick buck. We 
design out menus around our farms, 
availability and current harvest rather 
than vice versa. This way our farmers 
have a secure volume and cash flow 
going into a new season, and we have a 
variety of rare and heirloom vegetables.”

Magnolia’s at the Mill
For the past 12 years, Erik Foxx-
Nettnin, executive chef at Magnolia’s 
at the Mill, Purcellville, Virginia, has 
committed to buying entire crops from 
local farmers to help support their 
businesses, even in the midst of a crisis. 

“It’s important to maintain a 
partnership with the farmers around 
you and commit to them no matter 
what. It’s no different than a family or 
other close relationship,” says Foxx-
Nettnin. Most recently, when a new, 
budding farmer suddenly came down 
with a temporary debilitating illness, 
Foxx-Nettnin continued to work with 
the farm to receive and pay for the 
supply as promised.

This was especially important, 
considering the young farmer had just 
begun to build her certified organic 
farm, and Foxx-Nettnin had committed 

to buying 90 lines she planted 
specifically for the restaurant. This 
included everything from heirloom 
squash to multiple tomato varieties 
as well as various types of potatoes, 
Brussels sprouts, fennel, radishes, 
beets, heirloom peppers, onion, 
cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower and 
greens. In fact, it was so much produce 
that he only had to source small 
amounts of other produce, like citrus, 
not grown locally.

Foxx-Nettnin sat down with the farmer 
and a seed catalogue ahead of the 
season to choose the crops with plans 
to note what worked and what didn’t 
so they could make adjustments the 
following year.

Regarding the health hiccup, he says, 
“Think of it as a family birthday party. 
If your family was planning on bringing 
dishes and all of a sudden something 
happened and someone couldn’t 
contribute, you wouldn’t cancel the 
party. You would just regroup with what 
you had or could still get.”

M any chefs and restaurateurs say 
they support local farms, but 
others go above and beyond 

simply showcasing a few items on their 
menus. They buy out entire farms and 
crop lines, plan out shares, hire farmers 
and donate funds for equipment and 
other needs.

All this paves paths for these farmers to 
experience even more financial growth. 
Some chefs see this as the next level 
of sustainability, ensuring that small, 
responsible and in some cases, organic, 
farmers will be able to stick around and 
provide access to delicious food for 
years to come.

Here are four model operators pushing 
the boundaries when it comes to 
supporting farmers in life-changing ways.

Dig Inn
Dig Inn, the Manhattan, New York-based 
fast-casual chain known for its meals 
that use organic and sustainably grown 
ingredients, is in the process of buying a 

10 ways to financially 
support farmers
1. Plan crops with the farmer, 

committing to buy the full harvest.
2. Help provide necessary equipment 

for a farm by donating funds or in 
exchange for some supply.

3. Purchase a struggling farm, but 
allow the farmer to continue working 
on the farm.

4. Purchase part of the farm, or a 
“share,” meaning you pay upfront 
for part of the season’s bounty.

5. Host special dinners and other 
events with portions of the proceeds 
returned to the farm or farmers.

6. Commit to buying more crops from 
fewer farms overall.

7. Arrange for direct-supply pick-
ups, or help negotiate better deals 
with smaller, regional distributors, 
allowing the farms to keep more of 
the profits.

8. Where applicable, purchase whole 
animals from farms, rather than 
partial amounts or specific cuts.

9. Offer to donate marketing, 
accounting or other services you 
already have to smaller, start-up 
farms you want to support.

10. Resell surplus produce you can’t 
use fast enough to other restaurants 
or set up your own farmers market 
at the restaurant to sell direct to 
customers on behalf of the farm.

above: Dig Inn 
gets apples from 
Migliorelli Farm.
opposite: Dig 
Inn gets some 
crops from 
Dagele Brothers.
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In the same vein, 
when it comes to 
farming, “You don’t 
know what life-
changing event or 
rainstorm or other 
issue could come 
and ruin everything 
and put off 
production for five 
days,” Foxx-Nettnin 
says. It might stall 

the menu roll-out, but it’s the right thing 
to still buy the crop when it becomes 
available or buy other crops to continue 
to support the farmer financially.

Additionally, Foxx-Nettnin is 
committed to hosting events that 
financially support both the restaurant 
and the farmer. Working with local 
farms is about more than receiving 
a container of stuff and paying an 
invoice, he says.

Smörgås Chef Restaurant 
Group/Blenheim Hill Farm
When Morten Sohlberg, owner of 
Smörgås Chef Restaurant Group, 
purchased the 125-acre Blenheim 
Hill Farm in New York’s Catskills 
Mountains six years ago, he was able 
to return the 225-year-old landmark 
to full-scale farming, after years of 
dormancy. Since then, he has hired 
local farmers to help run the farm. Yet 
he still remains involved, working at 
the farm himself three days a week in 
addition to running his Smörgås Chef 
restaurants in Manhattan, the Michelin-
starred Blenheim in the West Village 
and Crepes du Nord, a casual mini-
chain with three locations in the city.

“In most cases, the farmers we hire need 
more experience or more hours and 
income. This provides a synergy between 
our farm and theirs, because we are 
able to share knowledge, supplies and 
other needs to benefit each other,” says 
Sohlberg. “Farming takes a lifetime to 
learn, so it’s important to be able to share 
information and not just resources.”

For example, the farm manager at 
Blenheim also manages her own 
dairy farm. Since dairy operations 
typically require at least 50 cows to be a 
justifiable business, Sohlberg purchases 
her dairy products rather than attempt 
to run his own dairy operation.

Sohlberg also works with another nearby 
farmer with an apiary who helped set 
up Blenheim’s beekeeping operation 
and shares in some of the returns for 
the honey. Same thing for maple syrup. 
Sohlberg pays the farmer to help collect 
and boil the syrup since he has all the 
equipment. Additionally, Sohlberg works 
with a few other farms that produce hay, 
paying for the supply during the cold 
winter months.

“Our mission in becoming local 
farmers is two-fold,” Sohlberg says. 
“In addition to being good stewards 
of the land and its resources, we want 
to provide the 300,000-plus guests 
we serve each year with natural, 
sustainable and locally grown produce 
and meat while simultaneously 
developing a financially viable model 
for small-scale local farming.”

Cura Hospitality
Cura Hospitality Inc., Orefield, 
Pennsylvania, the food and dining 
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operator for Peter Becker Community, 
a senior living and hospital facility in 
Harleysville, Pennsylvania, recently 
partnered with Living Hope Farm 
located just two miles away as the 
main supplier for its new bi-weekly 
farmers market available to all residents, 
employees and guests.

“We incorporated the farmers market in 
our program of pushing local sourcing 
opportunities beyond just buying from 
regional farms,” says Cura Hospitality’s 
general manager Josh Crandall.

While the farmers market features 
products from such other local 
vendors as a coffee roaster, winery 
and artisan food and meat producer, 
Cura Hospitality avoids bringing in 
competing produce suppliers.

For an educational component, Cura 
Hospitality hosts cooking demos to 
educate shoppers on how to use some 
of Living Hope Farm’s produce, so 
they’re more inclined to buy it. Crandall 
also takes groups of senior residents on 
farm tours so they can learn more about 
the organic operations, hoop house and 
composting program and feel a greater 
sense of connection to the cause.

“Living Hope Farm has become a great 
partner, not just as a primary vendor 
for our farmers market, but also as a 
main supplier for our restaurants,” says 
Crandall, who often receives calls from 
the farm when there are opportunities 
to buy surplus harvest. “I’ll jump 
in my car and pick up 50 pounds of 
watermelon at the last minute.”

Crandall has also been working with a 
local beekeeper to set up three beehives 

on campus. The beekeeper covers the 
upfront cost of maintaining the hives, 
but the facility buys back the honey 
produced to cover those dollars. The 
honey is primarily used in vinaigrettes 
for local farm salads featuring micro 
greens grown in the main kitchen.

Cura Hospitality’s goal is to source the 
majority of its produce from Living 
Hope Farm in order to support one farm 
more significantly, rather than diversify 
funds too widely across many farms.

“I look at it like a bull’s-eye,” Crandall 
says. “There are things we can do 
well right in our own kitchen and our 
community, while also continuing to 
look for opportunities beyond that.” 

opposite from top left:  
1. Tomato hoop house at 
Blenheim Hill Farm.  
2. Cura Hospitalty’s weekly 
farmers market.
above: Barn-like event 
space at Blenheim Hill Farm.

Amelia Levin is an award-winning food 
industry writer, certified chef and cookbook 
author. Her work has appeared in a variety 
of restaurant industry trade magazines as 
well as in the Chicago Tribune, Health and 
Cooking Light magazines.

share the bounty
What started among community members 
has moved to restaurants. Many farmers 
participate in community-supported 
agriculture (CSA), in which nearby residents 
purchase “shares” of the farm (similar to 
shares of a company’s stock) prior to the 
harvest season, then pick up their weekly 
bag or box as the season progresses. 
This helps farmers determine how much 
to plant and provides them with more of a 
fixed income. Now, many farms—officially 
or unofficially—offer a restaurant-supported 
agriculture program (RSA) in which they 
work with chefs and restaurant owners to 
plan ahead for the season.


