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GROWING TO MARKET

BY GREG PETERSON

To market, to market,
to sell a fat zucchini. ..

You started with
the love of gardening,
sprinkled in a desire to
grow food and added
the persistence to
get your “groceries”
picked at their peak.
You find yourself well
on your way to
becoming a successful
urban farmer and are
producing a plethora
of edible treats in your
yard. What do you do
now?

Maybe it’s time to
step out and share the
bounty beyond your

family, friends and neighbors. Go ahead, take the plunge—
grow to market your produce.

The hardest part for many of us in selling at farmers’
markets is taking the first step. I started the journey a dozen or
so years ago when my friend, and former restaurant owner,
Susan became the lucky recipient of my extra produce. She
gladly used it at her restaurant and I thoroughly enjoyed eating
the peach cobbler she made with the fruits of my labor. Over
the years we established a great culinary relationship as I grew
snow peas, zucchini, apples, eggplant, okra and a wide variety
of other fruits and vegetables for her. Every week I would
deliver baskets of bounty from my edible yard and in return
Susan would feed me. This delicious arrangement lasted for
many years.

Then my inner entrepreneur got hungry and I began
thinking, “I'm growing great fresh food anyway, I wonder if
there is a way to turn the green in my yard into green in my
pocket?” So it was off to the market. Well, sort of.... I talked
with the manager of a farmers’ market to find out what it takes
to rent a booth, which, by the way, has turned out to be the
simplest part of the process. But the mystique of the market
still made me nervous and had me pausing for an inordinate
amount of time before moving forward. I finally forged ahead,
talked to another market manager to compare, and ended up
back at the first market. Like most things in life, going to
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market proved way more overwhelming to think about than it
has been to do it.

But if you would rather grow slowly into a market booth,
you might consider befriending one of the market farmers first
to see if he or she would be willing to buy some of your wares
and sell them with theirs. Many of the farmers are willing to
trade this way and it is a perfect opportunity to get your feet
wet and harvest a little income in return for your efforts. Then
as you increase your crop production you can cultivate a booth
of your own.

Markets work in one of two ways: Some request an
up-front fee, usually between $10 and $20; others take a cut of
what you sell, in most cases 10 percent. Generally you will be
asked to arrive an hour or two early to set up and bring
everything you might need to conduct business: tents, tables,
display baskets, cash box, etc. It’s a good idea to check with the
market manager for a list of items needed for that specific
market. You'll find that most markets don’t require you to be
there every week; they are willing to have you there when it
works for you. Your customers, on the other hand, are a whole
lot happier, and will purchase more regularly from you, if you
are there every week.

Generations of market growers have taught us that
farming is certainly a labor of love and “farming your yard” is
not much different. Persistence seems to be the key to success.
The best way I can describe the process from seed to table is to
explain my 40/40/20 rule of urban farming. Forty percent of
your time is spent prepping your beds, planting out seeds and
tending the farm—watering, weeding, pruning and protecting
crops against pests—until the day your produce is ripe for the
picking. The next 40 percent is spent harvesting, cleaning,
packaging and preparing your produce for the consumer.
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