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I was born and raised in Calgary, but I’ve never stepped foot 
on a working farm - unless you count field trips to Butterfield 
Acres as a kid. When I think of farms in our province,  
I visualize the rows of hay bales and barns I see whizzing past 
from the highway as we road-trip to Turner Valley, Nanton  
or Edmonton.

BUS SNACK:  White bean and green lentil hummus with cold-pressed 
Mountain View canola - Andrea Harling, Made Foods.  
WELCOME DRINK:  Fallentimber Meadery Hopped Mead and Village 
Brewery Blonde Natural Golden Ale.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
CONNECTING 75 CONSUMERS AND 75 FARMERS OVER 
FIVE COURSES OF REAL FOOD AND CONVERSATION

SPENDING AN EVENING ENGAGED IN OPEN AND HONEST CONVERSATION WITH ALBERTA 

FARMERS,  WHILE SHARING LOCAL FOOD, HELPED ME LEARN MORE ABOUT ALBERTA’S 

AGRICULTURAL INDUSTRY IN ONE NIGHT THAN I HAD OVER THE PAST 30 YEARS.  B Y  F E L I C I A  Z U N I G A
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The Meet in the Middle event brought together 150 
consumers, producers and industry leaders with a focus 
on millennials - in honour of Canada’s 150th birthday and 
to celebrate Canadian Agriculture Day - for a five-course 
meal prepared by local chefs, complete with craft beverage 
pairings. We travelled from Calgary, Edmonton and 
everywhere in between to meet at the rustic Willow Lane  
Barn in Olds. In the late afternoon of Thursday, February 
16, those of us travelling from Calgary met at the base of the 
Calgary Tower. 

 As we boarded the buses, Andrea Harling from Made Foods 
greeted each of us with a snack. We sat down and began 
scooping the creamy hummus onto thin, crispy chips as she 
chatted to us about her company. Harling explained that 
her goal is to get as much truth into food as possible and 
that people should know what goes into their food. Our bus 
leader, Vanessa Gagnon, Brand Manager at Tourism Calgary, 
then shared some insightful facts about Alberta’s agriculture 
industry. We learned that our province represents 31% of the 
land area farmed in Canada and that there are approximately 
49,000 farms in Alberta. Women run 30% of Alberta’s farm 
operations and we are the top province for barley production. 

During the hour-long ride from the heart of Calgary into the 
rural Alberta prairies, I once again noticed the barns and hay 
bales that dotted the landscape. I was looking forward to 
going beyond the surface and learning more about Alberta’s 
farms - and the farmers that keep them going. 

COURSE #1  APPETIZER:  One Earth grilled petit tender, thinly sliced 
on a toasted crostini topped with local blue cheese and chimichurri 
and a Sri Lankan delicacy made with tempered Alberta chickpeas, 
sautéed onions and tomatoes served on a homemade mini tart topped 
with savoury yogurt dressing - Samath Rajapaksa, Rajapaksa Catering. 
Beverage Pairing: Olds College Brewery Prairie Gold IPA.

As we pulled up to Willow Lane Barn, the views were 
picturesque with never-ending blue skies, wide-open fields 
and several cows grazing in the distance. A welcome table 
was filled with glasses of beer and mead and several people 
posed with the giant red and yellow tractors parked outside. 
Inside, the barn was a whir of activity with everyone popping 
appetizers and looking for their seats. 

To encourage conversation, guests had to search for their 
name card at one of the three long tables set in the middle of 
the barn, beneath the brightly lit rafters. Some of the cards had 
yellow or red dots on them meaning those diners would have 
to switch seats between courses. I found my seat and met the 
diverse group seated next to me - Shawn Shultz, a second-
generation farmer from East Didsbury, Emily Ritchie, a fourth-
generation rancher and the Youth Leadership Coordinator 
at the Canadian Cattlemen’s Association, Ryan Massel, a.k.a. 

Immrfabulous, a local fashion blogger and Mandy Balak, 
founder and creator of Branded Magazine and It’s Date Night. 
I looked around the room and noticed several handshakes 
across the tables as consumers and farmers started bridging 
the gap between urban and rural and preparing to break 
bread together.

COURSE #2:  Highwood Crossing bannock tuile with Sylvan Star 
gouda and smoked Alberta green split pea and lentil soup - Marie 
Willier, WinSport Canada. Beverage Pairing: Troubled Monk Brewing 
Homesteader Saison.

We all tucked into our first course - a savoury lentil soup 
with soft, cheesy bannock - and began to learn more about 
each other. Shawn filled us in on what it’s like being a full-
time farmer. I pictured him working in the fields from dawn 
till dusk, but in reality, Shultz says about 65% of his time is 
spent in the office. I didn’t realize that he had to sit down 
with his bookkeeper twice a week; manage financing; buy 
and sell equipment, fertilizer and grain; buy and sell futures 
and options; manage risk on commodities and keep up with 
Canadian agriculture regulations. Shultz explained that 
farming is a year-round operation and in addition to the day-
to-day running of the farm (which he manages with help from 
his dad, wife and three full-time workers) they are always 
planning ahead - whether that’s making crop plans for the 
spring or lining up seed treatments. 

Shultz explained that his dad Louis bought the farm in 
1974 with 320 acres and 50 sows. Shultz has since taken 
over, growing the farm to 3000 acres and adding grain and 
hay production, custom seeding and harvesting and a herd 
of 340 Red Angus-Simmental cows. They weigh between 
650-700 pounds and they start calving in mid-February. We 
encouraged him to wear a Go-Pro on his head, capture some 
of that footage and start a YouTube channel. Many people 
would never get the opportunity to see anything like that and 
it would be a compelling way to grab people’s attention and 
allow them a peek into the life of a farmer.

COURSE #3 :  Shaved Thundering Ground bison brisket served on 
corn fry bread with smashed peas and lentils with bison marrow sauce 
- Jesse Woodland, Chartier. Beverage Pairing: Wood Buffalo Brewing & 
Distilling Bison Aquavit.

As our third course was served, a tweet caught my eye. 
Tweets with the hashtag #meetinthemiddle were being 
displayed on a screen near the back of the venue. It said, 
“When you have more than you need, build a higher table, 
not a longer fence.” That really stuck with me. These are 
trying times for many in our province, country and beyond. 
We need to continue coming together like we were that night 
- connecting with people who were different, rather than 
pushing them away.
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Onstage near the front of the room, the evening’s MC, Amber 
Schinkel from Global Calgary, had been interviewing each 
chef about the dishes they prepared. Now, she was chatting to 
Wade McAllister, a fifth-generation farmer from Antler Valley 
Farm in Red Deer County. Wade was explaining how a bushel 
of barley costs $5 and could be used to make 333 bottles of a 
light, inexpensive beer or 275 bottles of a more expensive IPA. 
He ended by telling the consumers in the crowd, “You can 
help us by understanding what we do and why we do it.” 

That’s a statement that fellow diner Emily Ritchie would 
agree with. She felt that communication between agriculture 
and consumers was broken and that stronger, more open 
communication paths were needed. Emily felt there was a lot 
of positive information coming out of the agriculture industry, 
but it just wasn’t quite reaching the urban audience – that’s 
why events like Meet in the Middle were so important, to 
continue bridging that divide.

COURSE #4:  Seared tri-tip with roasted jalapeno chimichurri on 
top of Scholings buttermilk mashed potatoes & Blindman Imperial 
Stout demi-glaze - Rieley Kay, Cilantro and Chive. Beverage Pairing: 
Blindman Brewing Triphammer Robust Porter.

As we dug into our delicious fourth course, the conversation 
turned to weddings. Ryan Massel had recently gotten 
engaged, as had Mandy Balak and her fiancé James Boettcher 
of Fiasco Gelato, who was sitting a few seats down from 
us. Ryan shared the story of how he proposed to his fiancé 
at Heritage Park and was planning an all-white wedding 
in Palm Springs. Shawn told us about his wedding to his 
wife Tina when he was 23 and she was 20. They held it in a 
complex in Didsbury and over 600 people showed up.

They butchered two massive hogs for the event and the owner 
of the local liquor store supplied drinks all night. Shawn then 
asked Mandy for some Calgary date night ideas for when 
he and his wife came into the city every few weeks. Mandy 
suggested Bridgette Bar for cocktails and National on 10th for 
bowling. It was interesting to see how we were all so different 
- yet the same. 

I got up from the table to take a few photos of the scene 
around me and noticed many fellow millennials doing the 
same. We were snapping and sharing photos of the venue, 
food and our fellow diners - eager to share this unique 
experience with our social networks. 

COURSE #5 :  Alberta honey and Fairwinds Farms goat cheese mousse 
with Fruits of Sherbrooke ginger pea jam and granola brittle - Danielle 
Job, The Pink Chef. Beverage Pairing: Starr Distilling Raspberry Vodka.

As dessert was served, the question, “Can farmers still make 
money?” was asked. Our rural counterparts admitted that 
it was definitely getting harder. At this point, Greg Stamp 
of Stamp Seeds, joined our conversation. He explained that 
the costs of power, machinery, land, herbicides and more 
had all been rising over the past 10 years. To make a profit, 
farmers needed to farm more acres or produce more diverse 
crop types - all of which could spread the risk of failure, 
while increasing the complexity of a family business and the 
impact of management decisions. Emily added that being 
a profitable farmer wasn’t just about buying and selling a 
product anymore. Modern farmers needed to be experts at 
botany, animal science, veterinary medicine and entomology, 
while also acting as mechanics and experienced businessmen 
- which is a ton of diversity needed at what are sometimes 
small, family-run farms.

TAKE-AWAY:  Assorted selection of Jacek Chocolates paired with 
Calgary Heritage Roasting Company Drip Coffee.

As we nibbled on a final few pieces of chocolate and fresh 
coffee at the doors, we said our goodbyes. Shawn invited me 
to visit his family farm anytime and I gave him my card in 
case he wanted to discuss social media tips. There really is a 
lot we could all learn from each other. I felt more engaged and 
interested in our province’s agriculture industry than ever 
before, and I learned about the immense amount of heart, 
passion, dedication, time and knowledge that goes  
into farming.

I’m grateful for the opportunity to have connected with 
people like Shawn, Emily and Greg - fellow Albertans that I 
never would have crossed paths with. As Shawn said earlier 
in the night, “We need city girls and farmers. Everyone helps 
make the world go round.”

Special thanks to the 22 partners who helped make this event possible: 
ATB Financial, Alberta Culinary Tourism Alliance, AdFarm, Alberta 
Barley, Alberta Beef, Alberta Bison, Alberta Canola, Alberta Milk, 
Alberta Potatoes, Alberta Pulse, Bayer, Calgary Co-op, Calgary 
Stampede, Canada Beef, Dow AgroSciences, MNP, McDonald’s, 
Northlands, Rocky Mountain Equipment, Street Smart, Travel  
Alberta and UFA.

For more information visit: 
aseatatouriable.com

 Aseat At Our Table

 @aseatatourtable

 aseatatourtable

Felicia Zuniga is a communications specialist and freelance writer.

 @feliciamzuniga

A SINGLE CONVERSATION ACROSS THE TABLE WITH A WISE MAN IS BETTER THAN TEN YEARS 

MERE STUDY OF BOOKS. HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW


