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Commissioner 
 
Regarding the Union Grove Farm project proposed on Dairyland Road, Orange 
County NC; 
 
My history with Bob Nutter and Maple View Farm gives me a unique 
perspective on the current Union Grove Farm development proposal on 
Dairyland Road, and I want to share it with you.  I am Robert Hartford. My 
career has been in general contracting, residential and commercial, and NC 
Real Estate brokerage. I am an Orange County resident for the past 50 years. I 
worked and partnered with Robert P Nutter for 20 plus years, and was an 
instrumental part of Maple View Farm's development for a couple of decades. 
 
When I met Bob Nutter he was indebted to the federal government as a 
dairyman. His milk had only a single buyer, the Maola company, who was the 
National distributor for cow's milk in our area. Prices were fixed by the 
agriculture department. Farm debt is a way of life for most agricultural 
producers.  The farmer won't get rich, but he will be secure. Bob Nutter was 
tired and frustrated. He was seeing farmers across the country convert their 
land to residential and commercial purposes, and retire comfortably. He 
approached me as a young contractor and developer to create a plan for a golf 
course community on Maple View Farm. I thought this to be a great 
opportunity, and assembled pages (before power point it was big flip charts 
with hand colored plats and surveys) to present to the Orange County Board of 
Commissioners. For me, that was one of the shortest commissioner meetings I 
have ever been involved in. I was told in no uncertain terms that a golf course 
community on Dairyland Road was not going to happen. The process, however, 
made me intimately familiar with the boundaries and content of Maple View 
Farm. 
 
Orange County was in the process of refining its zoning regulations, creating 
the Rural Buffer, and establishing rules to maintain a low density, commercially 
restrictive environment with protections for agricultural and residential 
activities. The surveys of Maple View showed me that parts of the farm were 
not in use for crop production or grazing. I proposed to Robert Nutter that we 
create some large residential lots in the perimeter areas of the farm, and we 
proceeded to build Wood Duck Lane, Pasture Road, and Green Rise Road. We 
did not know if people would trade the convenience of town life for more open 
space, and were pleasantly surprised when each and every property sold 
quickly for a price higher than expected. In a few short years Bob Nutter was 
out of debt. I thought he might retire. There is thing about farmers, however. 
They like to farm. And they love to make a profit from the resources and labor 
they put into ground. It is as if the sun is making the money. 



 
Bob Nutter proposed that he build his own pasteurization plant, his own 
bottling process, his own delivery vehicles, and sell the milk his cows produced 
in the local market. Maple View Milk in glass bottles appeared in the local 
grocery stores, and Bob was the marketing agent who made arrangements 
with the store managers. Maple View milk sold for twice the price of subsidized 
farm milk, and disappeared quickly from store coolers. Profits were low, but 
without debt, a business employing family members and friends came to be. A 
caveat of producing and selling your own milk was that you could not 
participate in the government farm subsidy program. A “service” the subsidy 
program provided was to purchase the heavy cream removed from milk that is 
sold in our stores. The purchase price for cream was very low. For a while 
cream was a waste product at Maple View Farm, and deposited in the manure 
pond. Quite a sight, I must say. Orange County had started to sponsor an 
annual farm tour for the purpose of introducing people to agricultural life. 
During one such tour, an Italian gentleman saw that the cream was being 
discarded, and asked Bob Nutter why. Didn't he know that it could be turned 
into ice cream? 
 
As a building contractor, I was hired to build the Maple View Ice Cream store at 
the intersection of Dairyland and Rocky Ridge Road. The intent was to make 
and sell ice cream and milk products directly at the store. Bob Nutter was so 
apprehensive about his idea that he made sure I built the store to look like a 
residence, so that if the store failed, he could sell the house and recoup his 
investment. The store was fully permitted by Orange County inspections and 
built to meet the standards of a commercial enterprise open to the public, 
including ADA access and bathroom facilities. From an opening day in January 
it was a success. Overlooking the farm and having a bit of ice cream on the 
store porch became a favored activity of many Orange County families. 
 
We had learned how to develop agricultural land in ways that kept the land 
open, enhanced agricultural activity, and provided home sites in a protected 
environment. Bob purchased a number of tracts in my time, and we developed 
them for a profit. A great deal of the profit was re invested in Maple View 
Farm. The Nutter Family wanted to build a school of sorts that focused on farm 
life and how to make farm life viable. The “Ag Center” was proposed. The “ag 
center” was fully permitted by Orange County and built to a commercial 
standard. The initial cost proposed for the project was exceeded by almost 
three times in order to meet those standards, however the finished product is a 
safe and comfortable environment for public activity. 
 
Bob Nutter was active in farmland development beyond the boundaries of 
Maple View. He earned his money in methods not always related to planting a 
crop. His activity was always related to using farmland to benefit the farmer. 
One method used was to sell conservation easements to non-profit 
organizations such as The Triangle Land Conservancy and OWASA. A 
conservation easement placed restrictions beyond zoning on a particular tract 



with goals of preserving forest areas, water quality, and open space. 
Subdivided lots from a parent tract would be quite large, and restricted from 
further subdivision. For buyers seeking security in a rural home site, this type 
of restriction is viewed as an asset. Profit from the subdivision resulted from 
two sources. Sale of the property and income from selling the easement. 
 
Near the end of his life, Bob truly enjoyed sitting on the porch of the Ice Cream 
Company overlooking the farm and interacting with many people whose lives 
he had influenced. His farm was his life, and it had sustained him and his 
family. After his death, the drive and energy that created Maple View Farm 
faded, and the Family sold the property to Union Grove Farm. 
 
I apologize for having rattled on, but a contrast between Maple View and Union 
Grove needs to be drawn. 
 
Greg Bohlen of Union Grove Farm has proposed a (much publicized) 
multifaceted project for the Maple View Farm tract, now known as Union Grove 
Farm, to build a 40 room hotel, a 2500 seat amphitheater, 10 rental houses, a 
store, and a distillery on the property. His claim is that he does not need to 
comply with zoning or subdivision regulations, in that these activities are 
directly related to farming activity he engages in, and that any construction 
activity will be exempt from planning dept and inspection department approval. 
It would appear, in fact, that he has already begun construction of the 
proposed development components. The NC legislature passed some laws 
allowing farm related activities defined as Agritourism to take place on working 
farms. Mr. Bohlen claims all of his proposals to be under the umbrella of 
Agritourism. The community has spoken out opposing the project. A great deal 
of detail regarding this endeavor is available online and from other sources, 
and I will not attempt to duplicate it here. I think the following comments are 
pertinent, however. 
 
As a residential/commercial building contractor, it is appalling to think that a 
project on this scale could be built without regulation. Every developer and 
contractor knows the amount of effort, expense, and attention to detail it takes 
to have a project permitted. We also know that the inspection process is a 
critical part of completing any work. Prior to being considered for a building 
permit, Approval from the health department and DOT is required. Separate 
from the building process is compliance with erosion control regulations. The 
idea that a large commercial project could be built without this kind of 
oversight is insulting to licensed builders and puts the public in jeopardy. 
 
The proposal that a development of this size and nature is somehow related to 
the small production of a single grape rarely used in beverage or food 
production is laughable. Money generated from grape production on this farm 
could never pay for the improvements proposed. 
 



The proposed improvements may well generate a substantial income stream. 
The activity done to produce the income, however, will not be related to grape 
production. If allowed as farm income, tax revenue to the county would be 
substantially less than if the project was properly permitted as commercial 
endeavor. 
 
So all of that is for the record. There is a much more important point to be 
made however. The cost to live in Orange County NC is notably higher than 
surrounding areas. Orange County residents pay the price because they believe 
the quality of life is better here, and that it will be protected. The rural buffer 
and resistance to high density housing and commercial growth comes at a high 
cost in residential taxation. Residents pay the price, but expect their 
investment to be protected. Over a period of time a social contract between 
the residents and county government has come into being. In recent times we 
are seeing social contracts is respected and broken by those who feel they can 
afford to do what they want. An attitude is becoming increasingly prevalent 
that law and regulation is for the poor and common folk, and that if you have 
enough wealth, you just do what you want. Laws, like NC Agritourism 
regulations are easily bent and reinterpreted by well paid attorneys, even 
though the base intent of the law is perfectly clear. Is Orange County 
government going to respect the social contract they have created, or step 
aside and let cash rule? 
 
In closing, I clearly oppose the Union Grove Farm proposal to move forward as 
a defined farm activity. 
 
Please consider the history of the county, and the long term well being of its 
citizens in this matter. 
 
Sincerely, 
Robert A Hartford 


