John Torello, '91, M.S. 977, and his family have completely revitalized Connecticut's
historic Old Bishop Farm into a growing destination for families and foodies.

By Natalie Missakian
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MBLAZONED IN LARGE BLOCK LETTERS ACROSS THE SIDE OF OLD BISHOP

FARM’S COUNTRY STORE IS A SINGLE WORD: “BELIEVE.” Indeed, for John

Torello, ‘91, M.S. ‘97, and his wife Carolyn, it took a leap of faith to bring the
neglected 200-plus-year-old farm on Route 70 in Cheshire, Conn., back to life. Not to
mention vision, a little trial and error, and a lot of sweat.

But as Torello walks the 15-acre property on a bright, breezy morning last May — the
fruits of his labor all around him — it's clear this is where he's supposed to be. He proudly
points out the flowering apple trees he and Carolyn planted themselves (300 that first
year) and the pond that was hidden behind mounds of tangled brush. He plans to build a
footbridge across it soon, maybe get some ducks. “It's a 10-year project,” says Torello.
He mentions adding a barn, unfazed by the work to come. "I love it here,” he says.

Torello jokes that it took him 30 years to figure out what he wanted to do with his
life. He grew up in New Haven'’s Westville neighborhood, less than a mile from Southern.
So, his decision to transfer there from the University of Connecticut’s Waterbury branch
midway through his first year was like a homecoming. “I still have people that | met at
Southern who | talk to regularly — some daily,” he says.

After graduating with a liberal studies degree and minors in finance and marketing,
he landed his first job with an insurance company, but found the work unsatisfying.

A college friend who worked at a local psychiatric hospital suggested he come work
with him. “You'd be great at this,” the friend told him, planting the seed for his first
career switch.

Torello took a job there as a psychiatric assistant and returned to Southern to earn
a master’s degree in school psychology. That eventually led to a position counseling
juveniles for Connecticut’s criminal justice division, where Torello has been for the last
20 years, now in an administrative role. “| like that job, but | knew that | still wanted to
do something else,” he says.

In 2015, what started as a simple real estate investment led to his latest career leap
to farm owner/operator. Torello comes from agricultural stock — his grandfather and
great-grandfather owned an apple farm and cider mill in New Haven at the turn of the
20th century — but he hadn't planned to carry on the family legacy. Until recently, the
only products of Torello’s green thumb were the peppers, tomatoes, and eggplants he
grew in his backyard garden. His connection to the iconic Cheshire farm was solely as a
customer. “We'd come here often because we live so close,” he says. “My kids loved
coming here.”
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© Carolyn and John Torello, ‘91, M.S. ‘97, pose near the farm'’s
country store. The family’s mantra — Believe — is written in
4-foot-tall letters outside the store and stands as a tribute to
their late son Michael.

Apple trees have a fairy-tale shimmer in the spring after
being sprayed with kaolin clay, a natural way to repel pests
and protect trees from hot temperatures.

A peaceful, happy moment between John and Michael.

Carolyn dreamed of being a baker since childhood. She
previously was a teacher — a career she also loved — and
can often be seen explaining the baking process to children
watching at the wide viewing window.

The farm offers pick-your-own berries, cut-your-own flower
and herb gardens, and fruit and vegetables.
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ut when the farm changed hands several years ago, the new owners struggled
to keep up the property. They stopped growing fruit and started selling apples
from other farms, and some longtime visitors stopped coming, says Torello.

Around the same time, Torello had begun looking for an investment property. He'd
made money flipping houses after college and was itching to get back into real estate. So,
he approached the farm owners with a deal to buy the land and rent it back to them. “We'll
get the rental income we want, and you'll get to keep your business,” he proposed. “It was
awesome for a year — and then they broke their lease and moved,” he says.

It was an unplanned turning point for the Torello family, who shut down the farm and
embarked on a massive two-year renovation. They bulldozed hundreds of old and dead
apple trees and replaced them with new ones, renovated the greenhouse and gardens, and
completely revamped the store interior (sections date from the 1780s) before reopening in
the fall of 2018.

The couple’s decision to tackle each challenge was inspired, in part, by their son
Michael, who died on July 30 at the age of 15. Michael had severe cerebral palsy that
precluded employment opportunities; his parents had hoped the farm would bring
enjoyment and a sense of purpose. “People need a place to work and to be a part of
something,” Torello says.

Until his condition worsened in 2019, Michael could often be seen with his parents
inside the store, greeting customers or, perhaps, taste testing ice cream. Michael enjoyed
the farm.

As a family that strives to promote inclusivity, the Torellos welcome young people with
disabilities to volunteer to do jobs around the farm; they only ask that they bring a coach.

Above all, the farm is a family affair. Daughter Julia, 19, assists with baking. Joey, 17,
and Matthew, 15, help outdoors when they are not in school. There is plenty of work for all.
In step with the renovation, the family adopted a new business model, switching from a
fall-only venture to one that operates almost year-round (April-December). To attract
visitors during the summer, they added an ice cream parlor and started growing peaches,
strawberries, blueberries, blackberries, and raspberries. They planted cut-your-own flowers
and herbs gardens, and offer walking tours and harvest days. Fall is the farm’s “bread-and-

continues on page 47
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@ The farm was incorporated in 1809 and
remains steeped in history — from the country
store’s newly exposed original ceiling beams
to the cozy fireplace.

© The repaired greenhouse was moved to
enhance the farm's stunning vistas.

© John Torello shares a tray of bakery treats.
@ Zinnias star in the cut-your-own flower garden.

© During the 2020-21 academic year, six people
with special needs volunteered alongside
their coaches. “Did a good job. Champion!”
says Bill [pictured], who comes twice a week
with his volunteer coach Dave.

@ In addition to many traditional ice cream

flavors, there are seasonal offerings.
In mid-August, the ice cream menu included
fluffer nutter, sweet corn, and fresh peach.
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The Good Fight
continued from page 26

When state budget cuts to higher education
threatened numerous faculty layoffs, Arias lobbied
lawmakers and staged a “death of education”
rally — complete with casket props built by the
Department of Theatre — that landed him on the
local TV news. Legislators later reinstated funds,
saving jobs. “Somebody needed to speak up and
do something,” Arias says.

He planned to enter the military after
graduation, but the late Southern economics
professor Walt Ryba, who was also a lawyer, saw
the makings of an advocate in Arias and set him
on a different path. “He said, ‘Mike you should
think about being a lawyer. There’s this test called
the LSAT. You should go take it. Let's just see what
happens,”” Arias recalls.

He scored well and applied to law school,
with Ryba mentoring him through the process. “I
remember sitting in his secretary’s office filling out
all this stuff,” he recalls. “At the time it was like
$50 or $100 [per application], and | didn't have
that kind of money. | was barely making it. He said
‘Don’t worry.” He had his secretary sit with me and
help me type out fee-waiver applications.”

After earning his law degree, Arias worked for
a couple of law firms before hanging out his shingle
in 1989. He would go on to launch two more firms,
including his current one in 2015, where he
specializes in product liability, toxic torts [when
the plaintiff alleges exposure to some dangerous
substance caused an injury or illness], consumer
and environmental issues, personal injury and
wrongful death, and sexual abuse and harassment.

In recent years, he held leadership roles in
numerous trial lawyer associations, including stints
as president of two of the largest in the country, the
Consumer Attorneys of California and the Consumer
Attorneys Association of Los Angeles. He also sits
on the executive committee of the American
Association of Justice. In 2020, the National Law
Journal named him a "“Plaintiff Trailblazer,” and he
has been singled out as one of the “Top 500
Leading Plaintiff Consumer Lawyers” by the trade
publication Lawdragon for the last two years.

Fighting for change

As for the historic USC case, Arias says a point
of pride is negotiating the settlement without a
confidentiality agreement. He wanted the victims to
be free to tell their stories.Tyndall, the only full-time
gynecologist in the campus health center from
1989 to 2016, has given up his medical license and
is awaiting trial on dozens of sexual assault charges,
to which he has pled not guilty.

The settlement brought about policy changes
at USC, but Arias is counting on it having a broader
impact. He hopes publicity around the record-
setting sum will encourage other schools and large
institutions to examine their sexual abuse reporting
procedures. “There are a couple of ways you
change bad systems,” Arias says. “You can try to
legislate. Or you can teach them a lesson.” ll

Planting Roots
continued from page 33

butter,” says Torello. October mainstays include apples, pumpkins, cider doughnuts,
pies, and “all sorts of fall goodies.” The holidays bring Christmas trees and photo ops
with Santa.

While many farms focus on bulk production, Torello says he emphasizes quality over
quantity. The farm specializes in heirloom produce, which it also sells to boutique grocery
stores. He strives to farm organically but uses conventional methods if needed. "We're a
farm for families and foodies, so everything we grow is about the flavor,” Torello says.

That philosophy carries over to the rest of the business. The doughnuts, pies,
muffins, and other sweet treats for sale in the bakery shop are all made from scratch on
the premises. While Carolyn does the baking, John oversees the ice cream. He makes it in
small batches, producing a super-premium variety that contains less air and boasts a high
butterfat content. Flavors range from the traditional, such as strawberry (with real fruit, of
course) to the more inventive, like his adults-only Paddy’s Milk and Cookies, a whiskey-
infused sweet cream packed with oatmeal chocolate chip cookie crumbles. “We've had
people drive from 45 minutes away for our ice cream, which is cool,” he says.

That giant “BELIEVE" sign is also a visitor favorite — and Michael is the inspiration
behind that, too. “Believe” became a family mantra throughout Michael’s life; the
Torellos were often told he would not survive. The word is displayed in decorations all
around the family’s home.

The couple initially planned to fill the empty space on the farm building with a
banner that read “Ice Cream” or “Fresh Strawberries.” But in 2019, Michael was
seriously injured in a fall that resulted in medical complications. He transitioned to
palliative care. “I just said to my wife, ‘What if we put Believe up there?'” Torello recalls.

He tells customers who ask about the sign to interpret it however they wish. “It
could be religious or not religious. It could mean believe in yourself. It really is up to the
reader,” he says. But for the family, Michael is the sole inspiration behind the message.
Torello comments: “When | first wrote it, at the time, | didn't really even know why. | just
knew | had to do it. But now that he's gone, | know this was the reason why. It was
about him. | believe he is our angel. | believe he is always with us.” ll

Supporting Southern
continued from page 36

is considered “nontraditional,” or 25 years or older, and 41 percent identifies as an
underrepresented minority.

Financial obstacles are among the hardships facing students. Approximately 55
percent of Southern undergraduates receive need-based Pell grants for those with high
levels of financial need.

"Oftentimes they are the first in their family to go to university,” says Durnin.
“Many do not have an educational or professional role model. That's why building these
leadership experiences is critical for our students to compete. The academic component
is vital. But this piece is just as important.”

Others agree with Durnin’s assessment on the importance of leadership training. At
the national level, only 47 percent of human resource professionals believe their
organization has the leaders needed to fill critical roles, according to the 2021 Global
Leadership Forecast, conducted by DDI, a business consultancy.

Clearly, something is missing. But where some note a lack, Lindy Lee Gold sees an
opportunity. “We are responsible for making sure that people have a chance to reach
their full potential,” says Gold, who is both an optimist and a pragmatist. “When | see a
problem, | look for possible solutions — and figure out the best way | can to assist and
help fix them.” Il
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