Community Garden Marks Second Year
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	From left:  Planting perennials at the Swendsen Community Garden are Scouts Emmalee Levesque and Gemma Bauer assisting Cadette Kendra Baker, one of five Cadettes working on their Pollinator Garden project for the Cadette Scout Silver Award. The girls are from Beth-Wood Troop 64508. Missing from photo are Cadettes Maureen McCarthy, Hanna Gregory, Vania Samoska and Erin O'Connor.
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BETHLEHEM — A clearing in the rain clouds has given volunteers at the Sam & Dot Swendsen Community Garden a chance to dig into their second growing season at the town-owned farm preserve on Kasson Road in Bethlehem. Seeds and seedlings of cold-tolerant plants have already been transplanted to the garden’s community plots. “More plants are going into the garden on an almost daily basis,” noted Sandy Ruzicka, community garden member. “And for individual garden plotters, the plots are all rototilled and ready for planting,” she added.  
Most of the 8,400 square foot garden is being planted with tomatoes, squash, eggplant, beans, onions, beets, carrots, potatoes, broccoli, garlic, peppers, parsley, shallots, lettuce, zucchini, kale and chard in one of four large communal plots. The rest of the fenced area is divided into 13 single or double plots cultivated by individual gardeners for their own use. Last year’s total yield reached 3,400 pounds of vegetables, with approximately half of the harvest shared with others. 

Since late January, community garden founder and coordinator Jeanne Sargent has been organizing informational meetings on soil management, companion crops, succession planting, seed sharing, fruit trees and other topics. In March and April hundreds of vegetable seedlings were grown in greenhouse space donated by Bethlehem residents. Watchful of the chilly nights and rain-drenched days, garden members turned out for work parties in preparing the ground and sowing seedlings. “What weather! If  it isn't one thing, it's another, but better rain than hail,” Sargent mused, referring to the recent icy mix that hit neighboring towns. 
The idea for a community garden was first proposed in 2009 by a core group of Bethlehem residents inspired by thoughts of sustainable living and locally grown, organic food. The Bethlehem Conservation Commission offered a portion of the Swendsen Farm Preserve, an open space property purchased by the town from the Swendsen family. Named in honor of Sam and Dot Swendsen, the garden’s shared harvests organic, sustainable growing methods, and committed leadership has attracted new and returning residents to volunteer in the garden this year. Volunteers help with planting, watering, weeding and maintenance of the young vegetable plants. As plants mature, the produce is harvested and distributed once or twice a week, with surplus vegetables delivered to area soup kitchens.
“Extending the growing season is always on the minds of New England gardeners,” notes Sargent. “So our garden ‘wish list’ for the future includes hoops and row covers for starting cold-tolerant crops earlier in the spring and keeping them producing well into November.”
The garden is growing in size as well as in scope. Grants and donations have made possible the purchase and planting of young peach trees near the wildlife observation deck and several varieties of berry bushes to the east and west of the main vegetable garden.

New perennial plots include a rhubard patch planted  last fall, and Egyptian “walking” onion sets donated by local farmer Gerry Assard. Perennial plants with medicinal qualities, such as beebalm, echinacea, chamomile, yarrow and mint have also been donated and planted by volunteers Kat Favoccia and Marianne Greco. “The garden is a great place to learn from other gardeners and be so much more connected to the land,” says Greco, a volunteer and gardener of an individual plot. “Hikers and visitors to the preserve like to see the progress as the garden takes shape. They often stop to chat about what we’re growing. It’s irresistible,” she added. 
Bethlehem Girl Scouts of Troop 64508, under the leadership of Charmaigne Samoska, is another particularly focused contingent of volunteers returning to the garden this year. Scouts Kendra Baker, Vania Samoska, Hanna Gregory, Maureen McCarthy and Erin O’Connor are working as a team towards the Girl Scout Silver Award. This is the highest award a Girl Scout Cadette can earn, demonstrating a scout’s leadership, organization, determination, and dedication to improving her community. “We are planting perennials that attract butterflies, bees and other beneficial insects because they will help pollinate the whole garden,” says Baker, speaking for the team. Under the supervision of Lynn Baker, the cadettes have the assistance of fellow scouts Emmalee Levesque, Rebecca Levesque, and Gemma Bauer as they plant borage, monarda, catnip, anise hyssop, false sunflower and a variety of mixed herbs. 
Garden members stay informed on organic practices and current garden conditions by phone or emails from garden leaders, and via a  new website at http://bethlehemcommunitygarden.weebly.com. A monthly calendar of events is also posted at the Town Hall, the Bethlehem Public Library and at the communication board near the garden gate. Those interested in participating in the community garden project as a volunteer, sharer or donor can contact garden coordinator Jeanne Sargent at 203 266-7905.









