Retail Profile: Cooney Farms

Much more than
an apple store
For four generations, the Cooney family has played an
integral role in Hastings County with an apple orchard, a dairy
farm and a general store that draws people from miles around
By Laurie O’Halloran

O

perating an independent retail
store is a difficult job. The hours
are long, the customers are demanding, and the competition is fierce.
Farming can be even more difficult with
14-hour days, endless chores and unpredictable weather that can ruin you in a
single season. Combine both of those occupations and you have a recipe for exhaustion. Yet that is precisely what the
Cooney family has done – and done
very well – for decades.
Walking into Cooney’s Apple Store is
like taking a step back in time. Situated
outside the picturesque town of Stirling,
Ontario, it winds around Hastings
County. The Cooney family has been a
fixture in this tightknit farming community for almost a century. And the store

has become a surprising destination
stop for locals and tourists enticed by
the merchandising talents of Lisa
Cooney, who has become the creative
force in the family.
It all started back in 1920 when
Theodore Cooney purchased a home
and barn with 13 cows on 100 acres. He
and his wife, Lyla, worked the farm
while raising their nine children, including sons, Marvin and his brother. In
1964, the brothers purchased the farm
from their father and brought in 100
cows for milking. A year later, the industrious brothers bought the local Stirling Dairy, which served the entire village. The Cooneys began processing
and bottling their own milk and delivering it to customers door to door.

Top: Lisa Cooney’s grandson Liam holds one of the apples donated by Cooney Farms annually to the Stirling Scouts Apple Day.
Above right, three generations of Cooneys in front of the annual
‘holiday apple trees’, l-r, Jeanette, Lisa and Lynda. The store features a wraparound porch outside and antique hoosiers inside.
30

JANUARY 2018

In 1971, they formed a partnership
with a local processor who took over the
milk distribution. It allowed them to expand their operation – which now included 260 head of dairy cattle – by purchasing the surrounding farms until
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they owned 1,100 acres altogether. In
1973, they sold Stirling Dairy, but continued to work the fields.
By 1976, the Cooney brothers both
had growing families so they decided to
purchase the Hadley farm across the
road. It was a 46-acre apple orchard and
included a delivery route right through
the Ottawa valley.
Suddenly, the Cooney brothers were
in the apple business, with all the family members working the farm and living within a stone’s throw from each
other. The workload was heavy, and the
days often began at 3 a.m., but the business thrived as they continued to innovate and modify their operation. Within
a few years, their wives decided to join
in on the fun.
Lisa married Rodney (Marvin and
Lynda’s son) in 1983. She had grown up
a few miles away in Springbrook, and
they met while playing baseball as teens.
She was hands-on from the day she
joined the family business. She became
even more involved when they decided
to open a retail store the year they were
married. Until then, all apple packing
was done in a small shop that had cold
storage and the apples were sold at the
farm gate. Now they had a brand new
building, with a bin dump packing line
and a larger, modern cold storage.
Before long, all the grocery customers
on the apple route started asking if they

could supply farm fresh tomatoes. As
Lisa says, “farm-to-table freshness is not
new in this part of the country”. Happy
to comply, the Cooney brothers purchased a 52-acre farm to grow tomatoes
and adding that crop to their delivery
route.
The women manned the store, which
now sold sweet corn and tomatoes as
well as apples, while the men worked
the farm, managing crews of up to 40
people at a time in the orchard.
In 1989, Rodney and Lisa, together
with Marvin and Lynda, purchased his
brother’s 50% stake in the farm. Cooney
Brothers was renamed Cooney Farms,
but with the departure of his brother’s
family, they lost five knowledgeable
people and decided to relinquish the
apple route in order to focus on farming
and farm gate sales.
Right from the beginning, Lisa had
the most interest in the retail store. She
could always see the potential for expansion beyond produce and before
long Lisa, her mom, and Lynda started
selling their own knitwear and arts and
crafts in the store. In the 1990s they
started bringing in local honey and
syrup as well. By then, Rodney and Lisa
had three daughters, Deanna, Candice
and Jeanette, all of whom helped out.
Initially, the store was only open during apple season, from September to October. But by the time all three girls were in

school, Lisa was able to devote herself fulltime to managing the retail operation. She
read everything she could about retail
merchandising and soon discovered Pacific Circle, a wholesaler near Toronto.
Lisa started adding country-themed
giftware and kitchenware to the mix,
and customers responded. It motivated
her to think even more outside of the
apple box, and by the time she attended
her first Toronto Gift Fair in 1995, she
knew she had found her true calling.
“I have always loved to shop,” says
Lisa. “And though the show was overwhelming, I loved doing the buying for
the store.”
Her artistic talents came in handy
when selecting and displaying her

A customer supplied the antique stove that sits at the entrance, left. The
store sells apples, beef and cheese in addition to hard goods and linens.
32

JANUARY 2018

Photo Courtesy Bird’s View Photos

Retail Profile: Cooney Farms

Top: An aerial view of the Cooney Farm
with Marvin in the combine and Rodney
heading to the grain elevator. The Apple
Store can be seen in the top right corner.
Above: The old-fashioned penny candy
counter is a big draw for children.
newly expanded range of products. Antique hoosiers, old bookcases, and an
old cookstove are used to showcase
themed vignettes throughout the store.
Each one tells a story, and is designed to
complement the 15 varieties of apples –
which are sold by the bushel or bag –
and the locally-made gourmet foods.
Lisa spent her time researching new
suppliers and by 2000 was ready to expand the store’s 1,200-square-foot area.
They no longer need the bin dump
packing line so it was removed. This allowed the wall to be removed and the
store to grow to 2,400 square feet. The
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outside was fairly industrial looking so
they added a wraparound porch to give
it a more welcoming, homey feel.
After expansion, Lisa was able to start
importing products from across Canada
and was always trying to better herself.
She learned through trial and error, and
found that by keeping the assortment
fresh and changing the displays regularly, her customer base grew steadily –
mostly by word of mouth.
By 2006, although they had always
been innovative and forward-thinking,
the Cooneys weren’t ready to make the
necessary investment in robotics or a
bigger barn so they stopped the dairy
farming operation. With a greater ability
to focus on retail, the store stayed
opened daily from May through to December. Lisa started going to the gift
show twice a year, staying for all five
days and attending as many seminars as

possible. She often took her daughters
with her, but only Jeanette still works in
the store today (as does Lynda).
Constantly seeking ways to better
serve her customers, Lisa is always analyzing her retail strategies.
“I think retail is like a stage,” she explains. “We are always preparing the
show for the customer. Every day, when
I open that door, the production begins
and I am the director.”
Even though it’s located far off the
beaten track, customers arrive steadily
from miles around to visit the Apple
Store because it offers so much more.
They come for the aroma of hot apple
cider and the cozy atmosphere, which
includes an old-fashioned penny candy
counter. The Cooneys even sell their
own homegrown beef in the store.
Her growth as a retailer and merchandiser is evident to suppliers such as
Jennifer Frankland, eastern Ontario
sales rep for Danica. She has dealt with
Lisa for seven years and says her confidence in her vision for her business
grows each year.
“Lisa loves to continuously upgrade
her knowledge as a retailer. When we
work on an order, we work together as a
team, which is how it should be in any
sales rep/retailer relationship. She listens to all of the information about new
products, trends and styles, and then
makes decisions about products that she
feels confident will suit her business.
However, this does not mean that she is
overly cautious about embracing new
trends, quite the opposite is true. She
loves bringing new products to her customers and is constantly evolving so
that nothing gets stale.”
For Lisa Cooney, life has been one big
family affair and she brings that sense of
unity and fun to the store through a variety of activities. At least once a month,
the store hosts an event that attracts
people young and old. There is a corn
maze in the fall with a pumpkin patch,
costumes at halloween and open houses
with bluegrass entertainment. At
Thanksgiving they offer complimentary
Cooney beef on a bun and at Christmas
they feature cookies and milk with
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Lisa Cooney loves to shop, and will often
search flea markets and antique stores for
unique cabinets to display products.

Santa. During the holidays, Jeanette creates a pop-up shop in the back offering
cute pajamas, socks and other gift items.
Her merchandising savvy appeals to
a wide audience, but Lisa says the store
typically attracts two kinds of customers. “The first is the loyal ‘in and
out’ customer. They know exactly what
they want, and as soon as they find it,
they are on their way.”
She adds “the second is the escaper,
someone looking to escape from their
everyday ‘to do’ list. They come to enjoy
the music, the hot cider (made on site),
the smells, the tastes, the atmosphere.
The store is a getaway for them, it’s entertainment, and they stay a long time.”
On any given weekend, you might
see four generations of Cooneys working in the store. Lisa and Rodney now
have five grandchildren, who love to
help out in the back while munching on
apples. Most of the kids still live close
by, and Marvin and Lynda have built an

‘off-grid’ house down the road that uses
only solar and wind power. (They engineered and designed it themselves, continuing the Cooney tradition of innovation and progressive thinking.)
Now 53, Lisa still works seven days a
week in the store, often with the help of
daughter Jeanette as well as Lynda. She
is gradually shifting to more kitchenware and is even considering offering
cooking or baking classes in the future.
She now deals with 125 different vendors and is thinking about opening
year-round. But it’s hard to see how
they’d manage, what with the farm, the
store, beef cattle and the fact that the
Cooneys also play an integral role in
local politics. Yes, in addition to everything else they do, Lisa's husband Rodney is not only the Mayor of the town of
Stirling-Rawdon, he's also the Warden
of Hastings County. n
www.cooneyfarms.com (The Apple Store)
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