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Czaika’s Blueberry Farm, a hot spot for berry lovers
by Jason Ogden
TAWAS CITY – It’s always a
frenzy of activity opening day at
the Czaika’s Blueberry Farm located off Legget Road in Alabaster Township, according to owners
Joe and Sharon Czaika.
The farm allows people to
come and pick ripened berries for
purchase at $1.20 a pound and has
been in operation for decades.
Sharon says blueberry picking
season – depending on the year –
typically lasts less than a month.
Opening day at the “u-pick” farm,
which was Aug. 10, had thousands
of people lined up with buckets to
harvest the sweet crop.
The picking season may be
short, but the work that goes into
keeping the farm operational is a
year-round gig for the “retired”
pair who are in their 70s.
It has taken more than half a
century to make the farm what it is
today and it started when Joe’s father, Joe Czaika Sr., began experi-

the United States, the son of parents who had immigrated from
Poland and Germany, meeting and
marrying in the U.S.
Sharon said, after the war, her
father-in-law decided to move to
Alabaster to the family vacation
property – currently the site of the
Alabaster Township Hall – and try
his hand at commercial fishing on
Lake Huron.
But there was a problem. Invasive sea lamprey had devastated
the fish population and all but
eliminated commercial fishing.
So Joe Sr. took a job at U.S.
Gypsum to support his family and
planted blueberry bushes on his
property as a side business.
“I am not sure exactly why he
got into blueberries,” Joe Jr. admitted.
Whatever the reason, his father picked a good location. The
land and the 20 acres on which
the farm now sits, which he subsequently purchased, are part of

commercially viable in northern
climates.
Joe Jr. explained that the bushes on the farm are hybrid plants,
crossbred to have high yields of
berries and to be taller than bushes
commonly found in the neighboring woodland.
He said his father tried about
40 varieties for the university, but
only four survived – these are the
bushes that remain and are picked
from today.
The Czaika children would
pick the berries, which would be
sold commercially. Joe remembers, as a youth, picking berries to
be sold on Douglas Drive to families spending time in their vacation homes.
After the Czaika children went
away to college, the farm was
turned into a “u-pick” operation in
the 1960s.
Joe Jr. graduated from the University of Michigan, where he met
Sharon, and worked as a nuclear
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BLUE BOUNTY – Sharon and Joe Czaika, owners of the Czaika’s
Blueberry Farm in Alabaster Township, display a basket of berries picked from their farm, which has been in operation since the
1950s.
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U-PICK BLUEBERRIES – Visitors pick blueberries from the tall, carefully pruned hybrid bushes at
Czaika’s Blueberry Farm.
menting with blueberry growing
after getting out of the military in
the 1940s.
Joe, who grew up in Alabaster,
helped his father plant the first of
the blueberry blushes, which are
still growing and producing fruit
today.
He passed away in 2003, and
Joe and Sharon took over the
farm.
According to Joe, his father
was serving as a boatswain in the
U.S. Coast Guard when he was
drafted into the U.S. Navy to fight
the Japanese in the Pacific Theater
during World War II.
Joe Sr. was the first generation
of the Czaika family to be born in

the Alabaster Swamp. The soil,
located over hardpan, is acidic and
maintains moisture, factors which
helps blueberry bushes to thrive.
The family didn’t have much
money and at first lived with their
four children in a small U.S. Army
surplus cabin.
Joe Sr. also used an Army surplus Jeep attached to a plow to
work the land for the planting of
the bushes.
Sharon explained that Joe Sr.
eventually partnered with professors from Michigan State University’s South Haven Experiment
Station, which focused on agricultural studies, to find a variety
of blueberry bush that would be
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SWEET AND BLUE – A fresh bunch of blueberries wait to be
picked at the Czaika’s Blueberry Farm.

engineer at various locations
around the country. Sharon retired
as a published biology researcher
and college professor. They made
Alabaster their retirement home
after the death of Joe’s father at
age 85.
According to Sharon, Joe Sr.
worked the farm daily, including
on the day of his death.

“He worked very hard his entire life,” she said.
Joe Jr. and Sharon also work
very hard to get to that 20-orso-day picking window, pruning
blueberry bushes year round in an
effort to make the plants produce
more berries.
Sharon said there is a certain
technique to trimming the blueberry canes to promote growth.
She said they tend to more than
5,000 bushes, trying to trim at
least a third of the crop per year.
The trimmings go to Joe’s sister, Janet Czaika Post, who turns
the canes into wreaths for sale at
Michigan craft shows.
Beekeepers also bring hives to
the farm to pollinate the bushes in
the spring in an effort to load the
bushes with fruit.
The farm work also includes
applying fungus treatments, insecticides and fertilizer treatments
yearly to the plants.
The fruits of the Czaikas’ labor
are enjoyed by many, including

Sterling resident Andrea Ryan and
her two daughters, Addison and
Olivia. They visited the farm last
week for a little blueberry picking.
Andrea said she has been
bringing her children to the farm
for at least four years to pick their
annual supply of berries.
“We mostly use them for blueberry pancakes,” she said.
Ryan said she appreciates the
farm, the setting and that it’s always well organized, neat, clean
and fun for her girls.
One of the best parts is the little
perks that come with a trip to the
farm.
“They always tell my girls to
eat as many blueberries as they
want,” she said.
The Czaika’s Blueberry Farm
is open from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. for
picking. Information can always
be obtained by visiting the website
at www.tawasblueberries.com or
by calling 362-4638.
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PICKERS – From left, Addison Ryan, 7, and sister Olivia, 9, pick blueberries during a sunny day last
week. According to their mother, the pair munched on berries and named bees to pass the time.

