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By Veronica Reiner 
of the Aylmer Express

While 2020 was a tumultu-
ous year marked by challeng-
es—tornadoes twice barrelling 
through their milking barn, 
in addition to the COVID-19 
pandemic—the Pettit family is 
coming back stronger in 2021, 
rebuilt and incorporating a new 
venture on their Belmont area 
dairy farm.

The Mistyglen Creamery, 
spearheaded by Kris Pettit, is 
an on-farm processing plant 
and retail store, with construc-
tion expected to begin in the 
spring and planned to be open 
for business by the end of the 
year. 

The creamery will offer 
on-farm processed products, 

including non-homogenized 
full-fat milk, chocolate milk, 
yogurt, kefir and cheese curds.

“We’re pretty excited about 
it,” said Kris. They’ve an-
nounced this new venture, and 
while planning and construc-
tion is underway, she said they 
aim to “keep getting people 
interested in it, right from the 
get-go. That’s the main goal at 
this point.”

She said her vision for the 
creamery is not just about pro-
viding food products. “It’s also 
about connecting with our local 
economy and connecting with 
our consumers and educating 
people on farming and dairy.” 

Kris and her husband Tom 
Pettit run the 265-acre farm, 
Mistyglen Holsteins, along 

with their daughters Maddie, 
15, Kadie, 13, and Tom’s sister 
Suzanne. The family has deep 
roots in the region, with the 
dairy barn located across the 
road from the property first 
settled by the Pettit family in 
1816.

Kris, who works full-time as 
a registered nurse, will oversee 
the creamery once it is opera-
tional. She said her background 

in health and nutrition will be 
valuable in this new endeavour 
to process and sell farm fresh 
dairy products.

She will also serve as plant 
manager, and the Pettit family 
will provide labour for process-
ing, with plans to expand and 
eventually provide employment 
opportunities in the future.

The idea for the creamery 
originally came about five years 
ago, but had been put on the 
back burner to focus on other 
projects before they decision to 
move forward with it last year. 

Setbacks
Unfortunately, several major 

obstacles presented themselves 
for the family to overcome in 
2020.

On June 10 last year, an EF1 
tornado, with maximum winds 
of 150 kilometers per hour, 
blew off their dairy barn’s rear 
wall. The structure was twisted 
and compromised down to the 
cement. About 52 cows were 
milking in the free-stall barn 
when the tornado hit, and while 

the herd was agitated by the 
events, they were unharmed.

“We had no full hydro out-
ages. It flickered on and off, 
but eventually, it stayed on. 
Everything kind of functioned 
as normal as it could until we 
got the cows out,” explained 
Tom, adding the 200 amp ser-
vice panel needed to be discon-
nected later for safety reasons. 

Wrangling the spooked cows 
to their old barn for shelter 
was a challenge in the intense 
stormy weather conditions. 

“You were basically work-
ing off lightning light,” said 
Tom. “The light would flash, 
and you’d look around to see if 
there was any cattle. 

“It wasn’t a safe environment 
to be in. But you don’t think 
about your own safety. You just 
think about your animals and 
making sure they’re okay.”

They were fairly certain that 
the herd wouldn’t be able stay 
in the barn afterward, but it was 
difficult to assess that night 
with the darkness and torrential 
downpour. It was not a rest-
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Mistyglen Holsteins to open        new creamery after whirlwind year
The Pettit family – Kris, Kadie, Tom and Maddie 
– were thrilled to welcome back 52 cows back 
to Mistyglen Holsteins on Monday, Nov. 30. They 
spent nearly six months rebuilding their milking 
barn after it had been hit by two separate tornados 
in summer last year.         (AE/Jodie Aldred Photography)

you don’t think 
about your own 
safety. You just 
think about your 
animals and 

making sure 
they’re okay.

The rear wall of the 
Mistyglen Holsteins 
milking barn was se-
verely damaged by an 
EF1 tornado on June 10. 
The structure was twist-
ed and compromised 
down to the cement. 
Roof trusses were sal-
vaged for the rebuild, 
but then damaged by a 
second tornado just a 
few weeks later. (AE/con-
tributed by Suzanne Pettit)
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ful night for the Pettits, who 
were concerned that the barn 
could collapse and hurt the 
cattle.

Once the family inspected 
the damaged barn the next 
morning and saw the aftermath, 
they realized the cows needed 
to be temporarily rehoused. 

In addition to their immedi-
ate concerns, the process to es-
tablish the creamery had been 
well on its way when the tornado 
hit. The Pettits were planning to 
meet with an Ontario Ministry 
of Agriculture, Food and Rural 
Affairs (OMAFRA) dairy plant 
specialist at their farm, just two 
days after the tornado damage. 

“So we thought, oh, man, 
we’re supposed to meet with 
dairy plant specialists, and we 
don’t even have cows in our 
barn anymore,” said Kris.

“He showed up and he looked 
around and he was like ‘What 
on earth happened here?’” said 
Tom. They held the meeting at 
the south end of the building, 
which had a still-intact office.

Helping hands
A silver lining was the out-

pouring of community support 
following the tornado damage.

“That next morning, people 
just started showing up. I didn’t 
even know they were coming,” 
said Tom. “A couple of friends, 
they took the whole day off 
work; they put in about a 15-
hour shift that day, just helping 
us clean up.” 

Friends and community 
members, some driving from 
over an hour away, helped to 
cut down damaged trees, clear 
brush, and mended fences so 
that the heifers could get back 

on the pasture. Toppled equip-
ment was set upright.

“That’s something we’ll 
never, ever forget,” added Kris. 

The herd was shipped off the 
property to the neighbouring 
Verhoef dairy farm at around 10 
a.m. the next day. Verhoefs have 
about 190 cows that milk three 
times daily.

The Mistyglen herd took 
about one week to settle down 
from the shock of the incident 
and adjust to the new milking 
system, but it was relatively 
smooth sailing after that.

The close proximity allowed 
the Pettits to easily check in with 
their herd, to help with milking, 
and to deliver corn silage.  

Rebuilding was severely 
disrupted when an EF0 tornado 
ripped through the dairy barn 
once again on July 19. Leftover 
roof trusses, which were ini-
tially salvaged and carefully re-
moved in sections to be reused, 
were then twisted and bent by 
the second tornado.

The Pettits were forced to re-
order new trusses, and weren’t 
able to resume the rebuilding 
process until August. 

They had two ongoing insur-
ance claims: Tornado 1 and 
Tornado 2.

“Insurance has been great,” 
said Tom.

“Honestly, you don’t usually 
hear that in these situations,” 
but he said their provider has 
“been nothing but great. They 
looked after everything, right 
down to the small details.”

Building  
back better

The Pettits took this as an 

opportunity to make improve-
ments on the dairy farm to come 
back stronger than before.

They noticed their herd 
really seemed to like the sand 
bedding at the Verhoefs, so 
they switched from rubber mats 
to sand bedding on their own 
farm. 

The new dairy barn was 
outfitted with new equipment, 
including a DaLaval V300 
robot milker, fans, a manure 
pump and an improved camera 
system. 

After nearly half a year, the 
cows were finally welcomed 
back home on Monday, Nov. 
30, where they adjusted fairly 
quickly to the new environ-
ment.

Cows with previous experi-
ence with a robot milker visited 
on their own, so there were only 
a few heifers that needed to be 
fetched and tsught the new 
system.

“Ambassadors 
and advocates”

“I grew up milking cows 
from the time I was old enough 
to be able to attach the hoses to 
the pipeline,” said Tom, adding 
that was about nine-years-old. 

Tom’s father purchased the 
Mistyglen Holstein property on 
Yorke Line in 1957, when he 
was 19-years-old. Tom and Su-
zanne both studied at the Uni-
versity of Guelph Ridgetown 
Campus, and graduated in 
1999. After that, they returned 
home to take over the farming 
aspect. 

Since then, they expanded 
the crop farming operation 
through land purchase, while 
milking occurred in the same 
barn as their father up until 
May 2020.

“I’ve always enjoyed the 
diversity of the job. There’s 
always something new to do. I 
work with animals every day, I 

fix my own equipment.”
Tom looks after mainte-

nance, cropping, breeding, and 
medications, while Suzanne 
focuses on the operation’s 
genetic side. Kris will be more 
involved in the milk processing 
side moving forward and loves 
working with the calves.

“We all have our roles to 
play, but they all intertwine 
together as well,” said Tom. 

Their children have also 
taken a strong interest in dairy 
farming. Both Maddie and 
Kadie are members of the Elgin 
County Dairy 4-H club and 
help out with various jobs on 
the farm, such as chores, wash-
ing, and trimming cows.

Looking ahead, Mistyglen 
is planning to expand the calf 
barn and heifer facilities and 
purchase more land. They cur-
rently own 230 acres and rent 
out the remaining 35. 

As for this year, Kris sees 
2021 as a time for progress while 
juggling multiple tasks. “I fore-
see that we can be big ambassa-
dors and advocates for Canadian 
milk moving forward, and the 
creamery just gives us another 
avenue to be able to do so.”
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Mistyglen Holsteins to open        new creamery after whirlwind year
Sharing farm life online

Mistyglen Holsteins documented the 
rebuilding of the barn on their social 
media pages, posting daily photos up-
dates for 171 days. 

Mistyglen Holsteins—and now Misty-
glen Creamery—has an active online 
presence, with thousands of people 
following their posts of daily farm life on 
social media platforms.

“We really like being able to bring 
people out to the farm and give them the 
experiences that we feel privileged to 
be able to have, and be able to bust and 
myths that people might think about dairy 
farming,” said Kris.

“We really want to be transparent. 
Especially with COVID, social media is 
so important now in any business really,” 
said Kris. 

Suzanne mainly manages the farm’s 
social media pages, which they created 
around November 2011. 

In introducing their newest venture, the 
family posted a video showing Kris, Tom, 
Maddie and Kadie unrolling a Mistyglen 
Creamery banner in front of their newly 
reconstructed barn. The tagline below 
the business name on the banner reads: 
“Homespun Milk.”

13-year-old Kadie Pettit, left, and her sister Maddie, 15, 
hold up a Mistyglen Creamery promotional poster inside 
the milking barn at the Belmont-area dairy farm, Mistyglen 
Holsteins. The new creamery will be located in front of the 
milking barn, and is tentatively planned to open by the end 
of 2021.                                             (AE/contributed by Suzanne Pettit)

Sisters Kadie and Maddie Pettit are all smiles with Ver-
hoef dairy farm worker Kendra Cornelissen. The Mistyglen 
cows stayed at the neighbouring Verhoef farm for almost 
six months, from June 2020 until late November, while their 
barn was rebuilt after tornado damage. It took about one 
week for the cattle to adjust to the new environment and 
milking system.                                     (AE/contributed by Suzanne Pettit)
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