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By Julia Spahn

Drive down Rt. 38 at the end 
of winter, and you’ll see faded 
hues of beige carpeting 
the earth with bits of the 
last of the snow echoing 
the gray clouds above. The 
gusty wind sweeping in 
from the northwest might 
hover above freezing. But 
if you pull over and step 
into the new greenhouses 
on the edge of town, you 
will leave March behind.

As you enter the MightyVine greenhouse, 

you’ll hear the hum of the amber lights as they 

cast a golden hour sunset glow through the 

space and the tiniest trill of insects. The air 

is warm, 70 degrees, and slightly humid. It 

could be a balmy late-June evening, and it’s 

a stark contrast to the blustery day outside. 

Walking through the greenhouse door is a 

bit like stepping through the wardrobe and 

into Narnia – if the weather were reversed.

In the fall of 2014, the company broke ground 

on its 7.5-acre glasshouse in Rochelle. It built 

the concrete and steel foundation before 

the winter. In March, MightyVine started 

construction. “We planted in the first week 

of August, and our first harvest was the 

first week of October. Then, every week 

we have harvested on average 100,000 

pounds of tomatoes. That’s about 4.5 million 
Danny Murphy
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pounds per year,” said MightyVine 

Vice President Danny Murphy.

Even before MightyVine broke 

ground, Murphy was working hard 

to prepare for the venture. His father, 

Jim Murphy, founded and chairs 

MightyVine. The younger Murphy 

moved back to the Midwest from 

California to join the company. 

“It was my father’s vision,” Murphy said. 

“He’s been telling me about it for years. He 

wanted me to be a part of it; I couldn’t pass 

up on an opportunity like this. I got to go to 

the Netherlands to study the industry for a 

year. Our partners in the Netherlands have 

140 acres under glass, all in one location, 

all tomatoes. So, to be there for a year and 

learn the process was pre!y unique.

“Since our partners own the rights to the 

cherry [tomato] seed, and they’re one 

of five growers in the Netherlands of the 

larger tomato-on-the-vine seeds, we’re 

their only grower in the United States. It 

sets us apart from everybody else, and 

in my opinion, they’re the best tomato 

in the market. It’s a li!le bit smaller than 

the typical tomato-on-the-vine you see 

in the store, but we think it retains a 

be!er taste and quality versus what’s 

coming from Mexico or Canada.”

Regan Northrop, a sales representative 

for MightyVine, said the Roterno is the 

main variety, comprising 90% of the plants 

grown. Roterno is a slicing variety. It is a bit 

smaller than a tennis ball, but Northrop said 

the selection of the smaller tomato was 

deliberate based on its flavor. “It smells and 

tastes like summer in the winter,” she said. 

“It’s hard for people to wrap their heads 

around it.” She said five percent of the crop 

11Where life happens.



ROCHELLE INVIRONMENTS MAGAZINE • APRIL - MAY 201612

is the cherry tomato called Robinio, which has 

been a hit on the market. The remaining five 

percent of the greenhouse is devoted to test 

varieties. MightyVine is expanding the Robinio 

production to meet an increasing demand.

Northrop and Murphy said the Rochelle 

glasshouse (a large, commercial 

greenhouse) uses the most current 

technology available today.

The seedlings come from the Netherlands, 

and MightyVine receives them when they 

are six-weeks-old. They are planted in long 

rows in an inert material called Rockwool and 

are suspended on twine to grow vertically. 

The soaring vines grow towards the roof. 

“Their full length is about 30 feet,” Murphy 

said. “The reason they can grow 30 feet 

tall and not go through our greenhouse, 

which is only 27 feet tall, is because every 

week we lower the plants. Our greenhouse 

employees lower the twine so the plants can 

be harvested easily at the same level each 

week.” From planting, it takes two months 

for the first clusters of fruit to be harvested.

Murphy said sustainable practices are 

an important part of their business. For 

example, MightyVine uses integrated 

pest management, a system where their 

horticulturists routinely release beneficial 

insects to prevent any pests that may enter 

the greenhouse from harming the crops. 

“I think this is the most fascinating part,” he 

said. Murphy pulled a cardboard box off the 

top of a stack at the end of a row and opened 

the lid. Inside, under a plastic mesh, were fuzzy, 

bright, lemon-yellow, and black bees se"ling 

into their box for the night. While they don’t 

produce honey, they pollinate the crops.

“We have the most up-to-date technologically 

advanced greenhouse in the world,” he stated.

Murphy said as technology changes that 

may change, but “we have unique features 

of this greenhouse that even our partners 

in the Netherlands don’t have. We have a 
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town meeting every month throughout the 

construction process where everybody came 

in and sat at city hall and talked about the 

project, which was pre!y neat. That wouldn’t 

happen just anywhere, and certainly not 

in Chicago. It was pre!y nice,” he said.

Rochelle’s location is convenient for serving 

Midwest grocery stores and two related 

businesses: Local Foods, a local food 

distribution company which sells to restaurants 

and markets, and HandCut Foods, a from-

scratch school food service company. “As a 

whole, we grow, we source and distribute, 

and we prepare food. We’re just trying to 

change the way people think about food. 

We care more about where it is coming 

from and more about taste. Plus, we have so 

taller roofline, which creates a bigger buffer 

between the plants and the air outside. 

We’re able to control that be!er. We also 

have a different type of glass, called diffused 

glass, which evenly distributes sunlight 

throughout the greenhouse, so we don’t 

get cold spots or extremely hot spots. 

We’re able to evenly distribute sunlight and 

keep an even temperature throughout.”

The roof not only provides light, it provides 

water. The company collects rainwater and 

snowmelt, and treats it with a UV process to 

clean it. The water is used in a drip irrigation 

system for the plants, and 90% of the water is 

reused, Murphy said. This means the company 

uses only 10% of the water that a typical field-

grower uses, he said. “Sustainability is key.”

The glasshouse has shades to prevent light 

pollution at night. However, the lights don’t run 

24 hours a day. Murphy said the plants need a 

resting phase. “They go to sleep until 2 a.m., 

then we’ll start to turn some of the lights back 

on to gradually heat the greenhouse, so when 

the sun comes out, there won’t be a drastic 

change. That’s a lot of time where sugars will 

transfer from the leaves to the tomatoes.”

Ge!ing the tomatoes to local markets is one 

reason MightyVine executives se!led on 

Rochelle. “Gary [Lazarski], our CEO, fell upon 

this location,” Murphy said. The land, originally 

part of a farm, had been sold for development 

to a different company, and all the topsoil had 

been removed. But when the economy soured, 

the company developing the land had to sell 

it back to the farmer. “So this land couldn’t be 

used to farm anymore. When we came in, it 

was a nice way for the farmer to repurpose 

this land in an agricultural way,” said Murphy.

“The other unique factor about Rochelle 

is it has its own municipal utility, so energy 

costs were lower. And, the people as a whole 

have been super welcoming. We’d have a 

many great resources in the Midwest with 

the Great Lakes. So there’s no need to ship 

produce in from California or Mexico where 

they struggle with water issues. Instead, we 

are trying to keep things close to home.”

MightyVine’s business seems to be growing 

as strongly at its tomatoes. According to 

Murphy, the company has already started 

construction on the next phase. “That will be 

double our size. We just built the foundation, 

and we are planning to build in the next 

couple of months.” Considering Illinois 

gardeners have only two months a year to 

taste fresh tomatoes, MightyVine employees 

are confident they can fill a need. g

“There’s no need to ship produce in from California 
or Mexico where they struggle with water issues. 

INSTEAD, WE ARE TRYING TO KEEP 
THINGS CLOSE TO HOME.”


