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Mercier Orchards 
grows more than 
60 varieties of 
apples, annually 
prepares more 
then 1 million 
fruit pies and has 
welcomed as many 
as 16,000 visitors 
in one weekend 
day. Facing page: 
Tim Mercier 
( foreground) and 
son-in-law Joe 
Foster, represent 
two of the four 
generations now 
working in the 
family business. 

Te operation they run is now the last apple 
wholesaler in the state and has a bakery that serves 
more than 1 million fried fruit pies each year to 
customers at its booming farm market, as well as 
restaurants throughout the South. Te Merciers 
pasteurize some 3,000 gallons of apple cider each day 
during peak season, both for neighboring orchards 
and under their own label, much of which is sold at 
Whole Foods and Walmart stores. Ten, there’s that 
U-pick operation, which, in addition to apples, now 
oters strawberries, peaches, blueberries, pumpkins 
and other crops, and has grown to be one of the 
largest in the southeastern U.S. 

Mercier Orchards, just outside of Blue Ridge, Ga., 
is easy to fnd, especially in September or October. 
Just follow all the cars and tour buses. When word 
gets out the apples are ready to pick, folks from across 
the country, even foreign lands, —ock to the 200-acre 
orchard. It’s not unusual for 10,000 people or more to 
visit on a single weekend day this time of year.  

“Tat’s great for business,” says Tim, but not just for 
the obvious reason that his customers are buying his 
crop. U-pick also introduces them to the farm. “It gives 
[us] a lot of credibility,” he says, “when you actually put 
the people out there and they see what goes on. Tat 
credibility then translates to our other products.” 

It’s a maffer of taste, says Tim. “If we get people 

to buy with their taste buds and not just their eyes, 
they’ll really discover how good our products are 
right ot the farm. And when they visit us, they’re 
coming hungry.” 

But they’re hungry as much for the experience, 
says Joe. “People want to get back on the farm, and 
it’s not just kids who haven’t been, but adults, too. 
Tey didn’t experience what it’s like to be on a farm, 
but they’re going to make sure their kids do.” 

It appears the Mercier approach is working, 
despite the fruit on the ground. In 2010 the 
operation set records for visitors and revenue, and 
says Joe, “this year we’re even running 20% more 
than we did last year.” 

Success has created its own quandaries, however. 
Perhaps the biggest is a problem shared among lots 
of seasonal businessesfihow do they replicate their 
success year-round and keep their employees on 
the payroll? “We ramp up to about 160 people during 
our fall harvest,” Joes says, “and then at the end of the 
year we go down to about 80. We have to let about 
half our stat go.

“So, we asked ourselves, what could we do the 
other 10 months out of the year? We started doing 
other crops. We’ve got fresh fruit year-round now that 
brings people back [at diterent times of the year]. 
But one of the challenges is we’re still geffing tens of 
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