Farm experiment thrives in the city
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	Farmers Lori Albright (left), 32, and Nicole Shelly, 28, have worked since March on the farm, which is expected to gross $25,000 this year. The pair usually work 45-hour weeks for $7 an hour. Inquirer photographs by Tom Gralish.



	


It's a real farm, all right, except there are no endless acres of green, no silo, no hardworking family rising with the rooster.

Instead, this pastoral patch is a half-acre plot in the midst of the city, with nearby strip malls, busy streets, and farmers who travel to work on a SEPTA train.

Somerton Tanks Farm, on Philadelphia Water Department land in the 200 block of Tomlinson Road in the Far Northeast, is an experiment in urban farming. Less than six months old, the farm, in the shadow of two red-and-white-checked water tanks (the farm's namesake), is flourishing, with two full-time workers churning out everything from tomatoes to cilantro - and a salad mix that has already become legendary among its devotees.

"We wanted to prove that a city person who didn't have a lot of resources could, in fact, practice urban agriculture and be successful at it," said Roxanne Christensen, a volunteer accountant for the operation.

"It's just not economical for farmers to farm on a huge scale anymore. The taxes on their land is going up, and they're selling out to developers who can get more out of the land by building houses and selling them. We're going to have to farm closer to cities and on a smaller scale."

Scattered efforts in urban farming are already under way in Philadelphia, but Somerton Tanks is a model that can be replicated by anyone with farming dreams, some land, and as little as $20,000 seed money. The farm is expected to gross $25,000 this year and, if statistics prove true, could double that next year.

"This project has a lot of potential for the city as a whole - for tax revenues, for job creation, for more environmentally sound uses of land," said Nancy Weissman, economic-development director for the Water Department, one of the farm's main sponsors.

If Somerton Tanks proves a success, Weissman said, she could see the Water Department supporting other urban farms on its property.

"The department has become so enthusiastic about this," she said.

Unlike a community garden, where a recreational gardener can spend a few hours a day pulling weeds and plucking flowers, this is "stoop labor," with long hours, low pay, and lots of frustration.

"Farming is a job. It's a business. It's working in the dirt, getting rained on, getting bit by mosquitoes," said Joseph Griffin, an organic farmer and president of the nonprofit Oley Institute, another Somerton Tanks sponsor. "But the people who do this work love it... . This is what they want to do."

It's exactly what "farming fellows" Nicole Shelly, 28, and Lori Albright, 32, say they want. Shelly, of Bella Vista, was an architect until she ditched the job because she "just couldn't be in an office anymore. I had to be outside, working with my hands, growing things."

Albright, who lives in Northern Liberties, worked for a nonprofit that promoted greenery in urban areas before she decided she wanted to try her hand at farming.

The pair generally work 45-hour weeks for $7 an hour, a stipend provided by the Philadelphia Workforce Development Corp.

"It's hard physical labor and your back hurts a lot, but it's fun," Shelly said.

"My back's fine," Albright said. "It's my shoulder that's messed up."

The farmers practice intensive relay farming. The half-acre is divided into 200 2-by-25-foot beds, and most are planted with high-value crops - like lettuce and spinach - that grow quickly and sell for a good price.

"What this garden is all about is organization," Griffin said. "It's not only about having a green thumb, although that plays a part."

After the crops are harvested, they are replanted with a different vegetable to be gentler on the soil. In a good year, the cycle of planting, harvesting and replanting can be repeated four times. Somerton Tanks markets its products as organic, meaning no chemically formulated fertilizers or artificial pesticides or herbicides are used.

That can be a problem.

"We're both vegetarians and we don't like to kill anything," Shelly said after plucking a fat, fuzzy brown caterpillar from the wall of the packing shed.

She passed the insect to Albright, who wasn't sure what type of caterpillar it was but authoritatively announced that "it eats green things."

That meant it had to be destroyed. Both farmers looked uncomfortable as Albright walked outside to do the deed.

"We're learning we have to kill some things," Shelly said with a sigh.

The long winter and the rainy spring made this a challenging year for many area farms, Somerton Tanks included. The farm has also been plagued by lamb's-quarter, considered a weed by many, an herb by others. At Somerton Tanks, it's a weed.

"We have to pull it out and pull it out and pull it out," Albright said as she grabbed madly at the tall stalks intermingling with her spinach.

But their efforts pay off when the farmers get to show off their wares to buyers. Besides doing a brisk business with local restaurants, such as Blue Bell's Normandy Farms, the farmers also appear at local farmers' markets, including those in Rittenhouse Square and near South Street.

Somerton Tanks Farm produce has already developed a loyal fan base, Shelly and Albright said.

There are the so-called Osaka Purple Ladies, who follow them from market to market in search of the spicy mustard greens; a virtual cult of turnip addicts, many of whom first tried small, white Japanese turnips when the farmers gave them away for free; and salad aficionados, who show up 45 minutes before the market opens and start begging for the godly greens.

"If you come between 10 and 11 a.m., bring your boxing gloves," Shelly advised.

Some shoppers complain the produce prices are prohibitive: $2 for a pound of new potatoes, $8 for a pound of salad mix. The farmers disagree.

"We don't think it's expensive because we know the work that goes into it," Albright said.

Added Shelly: "Once they taste it, they're willing to pay for it."

One of the best parts of farming, the pair said, is meeting the people who enjoy the vegetables of their labor.

"People don't know where the food comes from," Albright said. "They'll say, 'That comes from out of the ground? In Northeast Philadelphia?' "



For more information on Somerton Tanks Farm, please call 215-732-3048 or visit our web site at www.somertontanksfarm.org 

