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Vegetable Gardening – the perfect healthy activity!
As the Healthy City Fall River coordinator, if I were asked to name the perfect healthy activity, it would have to be vegetable gardening. I can think of nothing else in life that combines the heart-healthy benefits of vigorous labor and stretching with the absolute pleasure of eating the best food that Nature has to offer!

So, what are we waiting for? Let’s garden!

If you are lucky enough to have suitable space at your own home, you’re perfectly equipped to dig up a few square feet or more to plant some vegetables that will begin to yield plants that are full of vitamins and minerals that can keep you healthy. You will not find anything fresher than spinach or a tomato picked hours before you eat it. And, you’ll be able to select a variety that is valued for its flavor and not just for appearance and self-life like the vegetables we find in the market. If you pay attention to the quality of the soil in which you grow your garden, you’ll gain the maximum nutrient value possible. (Many vegetables that we find in the market now have half the nutrients than what was sold thirty or forty years ago!)

Of course, before you start a new garden, you’ll want to find out what’s in your soil. Sometimes the soil in urban areas, especially near painted buildings, contains trace amounts of lead. To find out exactly what the soil contains, simply dig down a few inches and obtain a sample from three or fours parts of your garden. Put a few tablespoons from each sample into a baggy and send it to the University of Massachusetts Extension Service in Amherst, MA (call 413-545-0111 or go to http://www.umass.edu/plsoils/soiltest/soilbrochure2009.pdf for a brochure). For less than $20 you’ll be able to learn what your soil needs in the way of fertilizer and whether lead may be a problem. To see YouTube videos about how to do a soil test and how to interpret it, go to http://www.gfrpartners.com/08SoilAnalysisPresentation.html .
If you have never gardened or want to learn more about what to plant and when, there is a wealth of material available at the local library. Even better, you can learn about seed and plant selection in a series of videos that were created right here at the Fall River Public Library. Derek Christianson of Brix Bounty Farm in Dartmouth presented a complete description of all of the types of vegetables and when to grow them. Check out the YouTube videos of his presentations at http://www.gfrpartners.com/09Plant&SeedSelection.html 
Now is the perfect time to begin planting some of the heartier vegetables like lettuce, peas and spinach that can withstand some of the colder temperatures we’re likely to get until about mid-May. Once the threat of frost has past, you can begin to plant beans, corn and the all-time favorite, tomatoes! Many people prefer to start these plants from seed indoors and transplant them in the warmer weather. Others prefer to purchase plants that have already been started at nurseries. In either case, you should have a garden with lots of green plants by early June and could begin eating some of them even earlier.

If you live in an apartment or house that does not have good garden space available, then you might want to consider joining a community gardening group. Community gardens offer people in urban environments the chance to garden who might otherwise not have access to their own outdoor space. An additional advantage of community gardens is that one can learn a lot from fellow gardeners. Hundreds of community gardens are located throughout the Greater Boston Area, and a dozen or more can be found in and around Providence, RI, and people in New Bedford began one garden last year and are hoping to add at least one more this summer.
Fall River is in the process of developing several community gardens this summer. The one that is furthest along is at the southern border of the Bristol Community College campus, along Langley Street. This half-acre garden was begun last summer in connection with the upcoming Organic Agriculture Technology program at the college. Anyone interested in learning more about this garden can contact the Healthy City Fall River coordinator at 508-324-2411 for more information.
Other gardens are in the planning stages at several churches, schools and near several Fall River Housing Authority developments. The Niagara and Maplewood Neighborhood Associations are looking for people who might be interested in starting a neighborhood garden in those areas of the City. Healthy City Fall River recently received donations from BMC-HealthNet Plan, the Citizens-Union Bank, the Community Foundation of Southeastern Massachusetts, and Wal-Mart in Fall River to assist in getting these gardens “off the ground.” The Fall River YouthBuild Program has already constructed several tool sheds that can be moved to be used for tool storage at community garden locations.

If you’ve ever wanted to garden but don’t quite know how to get started, contact the Healthy City Coordinator, Dr. David Weed, at Government Center, 508-324-2411 or at drweed@cox.net to let him know of your interest. He’ll get you connected with one of the local groups who have gardening space but need gardeners. 

Finally, if starting your own garden or working in a community garden just won’t work for you, there is one other alternative! Fall River is blessed with two weekly farmers’ markets, one on Saturday mornings at Kennedy Park and one on Wednesday mornings at Ruggles Park (Pine and Seabury Streets). Next to your own home-grown vegetables, locally grown produce is one of the best sources of terrific food and nutrition. Farmers from nearby Swansea and Westport bring in fresh produce each week and sell it for competitive prices starting at the end of May and going into November.

So, take advantage of the warmer days this spring and investigate how you can include more garden fresh fruits and vegetables in your diet. Once you’ve tried them, you’ll be convinced there’s no better eating! 

