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Organic home
gardens start
with good dirt
By Kathleen Pierce
BDN Staff

ORONO —There was a
silver lining in the Wall
Street crash of 2008. People
woke up to the treasure of
their own backyard.

“We had a big spike that
year,” Bruce Hoskins, an
assistant scientist who tests
soil at the University of
Maine’s Analytical Labora-
tory, said. “When people
feel insecure, they want to
grow their own garden.”

And the first place to
start is right under foot.

“The whole local food
movement is built on soil
health. It’s a huge deal,”
said Hoskins, who conducts
tests on soil sent in from
gardeners, farmers and in-
stitutions across Maine,
countrywide and abroad.
He tests for microbial activ-
ity, pH levels, chemicals
and nutrients. The turn-
around can be as fast as one
week.

As more people become
self-sufficient, more are tak-
ing their soil in for a check
up.

“A fundamental piece
about farming or gardening
is to know your soil,” Susan
Erich, director of UMaine’s
School of Food and Agricul-
ture, said. “If it’s wet or
flooded it can’t change, but
sand can be good for certain
crops. There is a whole
range of soils that can be
cropped productively.”

And there are many ave-

nues to get there.
Jeff Fisher of Bumbleroot

Organic Farm in Buxton
knew that before he could
grow succulent, organic
peppers to make chefs in
Portland swoon, he needed
good soil.

“We were working with
soil that had not been
farmed in some time,” Fish-
er, who works 2 acres be-
hind an old farmhouse with
his partners, said.

Armed with facts from
Maine Organic Farmers
and Gardeners Association,
he placed a call to soil heal-
er Tony Ramsey of Living
Acres in New Sharon.
Things slowly took shape.
“It can take a few months to
get pH levels right,” Fisher
said, and years to build up
soil balance.

In a greenhouse, the
farmer uses the compost
company’s Light Mix for
seedlings. “It’s all we’ve
ever used. We couldn’t do it
without it,” Fisher said.
“That’s where everything
starts.”

But before Bumbleroot
Organic’s veggies graced
menus at Tao Yuan in
Brunswick and Evo in Port-
land, he shipped a soil sam-
ple up to Orono.

In the lab, soil is tested
for chemical properties
such as calcium, potassium
and phosphorus to deter-
mine how much organic
material is in soil. “If the
pH level is low, we have to

How ex-wrestler, farmer became ‘doctor who listens’
By aBigail curtis
BDN Staff

BELFAST — When Eliza-
beth Yori was growing up
on her family’s dairy farm
in Brooks, she always knew
she wanted to be a doctor
one day.

But her path to becoming
a doctor featured several
unusual twists and turns,
which sounds about right
for a woman who is used to
doing things a little bit dif-
ferently. That has been
clear ever since she was one
of the first high school girls
in the state to participate in
the sport of wrestling and
again when she was the
first woman in the state to
be a varsity wrestling
coach, and again when she
attended a challenging al-

ternative medical school in
Washington state.

Now that Yori, 36, a
newly minted doctor of na-
turopathic medicine, finally
has hung up her shingle at
Belfast Natural Medicine,
she said her winding jour-
ney has led her to the right
place.

“I came back to Maine to
work with the people here,”
she said. “I always knew I
wanted to come back. This
is home. These are the peo-
ple I love, and these are the
folks I want to work with.”

Yori, a down-to-earth
woman with bright eyes
and a direct manner, said
that to her naturopathic
doctors are “doctors who
listen.” In Maine, which has
licensed naturopathic doc-
tors as primary care doc-

tors since 1996, NDs must
hold a doctorate in naturo-
pathic medicine from one of
five accredited naturopath-
ic medical schools in North
America, according to the
Maine Association of Natu-
ropathic Doctors. They also
must pass the national na-
turopathic licensing exam
and earn an additional state
license. Under a clearly de-
fined scope of practice, li-
censed naturopathic doctors
in Maine can prescribe anti-
biotics, give vaccinations,
offer holistic and natural
remedies and do wellness
examinations, among other
medical procedures.

There are more than 30
licensed naturopathic doc-
tors practicing in the state
and more than 4,000 nation-
wide. According to the asso-

ciation, steady growth with-
in the industry since the
mid-1990s reflects a “rising
public interest in holistic
treatments and natural
methods of health care that
are outside the scope of con-

ventional medicine.”
Gordon Smith of the

Maine Medical Association,
the Brunswick-based group
that advocates for physi-
cians, their patients and
public health, said medical

doctors do not equate natu-
ropathic schools with medi-
cal schools and opposed
their licensing in Maine.
However, he acknowledged
that many patients are in-
terested in alternative
health options, including
naturopaths.

“I do think, going for-
ward, that many patients
would like to see the vari-
ous health professionals
work more closely togeth-
er,” he said. “We are in a
time now where patients ex-
pect to be treated by a team
of health professionals.
Many hospitals even have
alternative practitioners on
staff. We know a lot of pa-
tients go to nonmedical al-
ternatives. That’s their
choice ... and it is likely
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Dr. Elizabeth Yori at her office in Belfast on Tuesday.

What you need to know
about organic gardening
By Kathleen Pierce
BDN Staff

Gardening is not simple.
There are charts and
graphs, and all kinds of in-
structions on what to plant,
where to plant it and when.
But you don’t need a Ph.D.
to pull it off.

“There is so much infor-
mation out there now,” said
University of Maine Coop-
erative Extension professor
John Jemison Jr., who has
been gardening for 40 years.

In April the soil water
quality specialist teaches
Mainers how to get the
most out of their own food
production. Grow Your
Own Organic Garden class-
es, sponsored by the Maine
Organic Farmers and Gar-
deners Association, are
held in adult education fa-
cilities across the state.
Jemison, who runs the
Orono Community Garden,
strives “to teach people how
to grow food effectively.”

While spring is playing
coy, what steps can a proac-
tive gardener take now?
Let’s dig in.

Write it out: “Planning
on a sheet of paper, blocking
out the rows is one way to
do it. Nothing wrong with it
at all. I like to have beds.”

When to start? “There is
still frost on the ground in a
lot of places: that has to come
off and it has to be warm
enough for seeds to germi-
nate,” said Jemison. With
spring snow showers upon
us, conventional wisdom says
mid to late May is the safest
benchmark for outside plant-
ing. He recommends floating
row covers if you want to
start earlier. “If your soil is
healthy, you can start soon.”

Do a test: To find out if
your soil is dry and ready to
be planted, “form a ball. If it
starts to break apart, you can
start. It needs to be fluffy and
loose so roots can grow
through. If you are walking in
your garden and see foot-
prints, get out.”

Transplant it: “Even if
you have a black thumb, you
can grow six-packs of lettuce.
Transplants are really, really
easy. When you are trans-
planting, it already has a root
system. You don’t have to
worry so much about water-
ing. It’s fairly obvious how to
plant it.”

Mix it up: Changing what
you plant in beds each year is
the key to high-yield growth.
If you planted broccoli and
carrots one year, try some-
thing else the next. “With the

Grown in friendship
By aBigail curtis
BDN Staff

Five friends, one small house,
three dogs and one tilled acre.

While it may sound a little
bit snug for some folks, this
scenario is a dream come true
for the young farmers of the

new Streamside Farm in Brooks.
The farmers, most of whom met
through the Maine Organic Farm-
ers and Gardeners Association farm
apprentice program, believe they
may be among the first people in
Maine to run their farm coopera-
tively. They have shared ownership,
shared responsibility and shared
hopes their unusual venture will be
a success.

“I think we surprised a lot of peo-
ple. They thought it wasn’t going to
work out,” Sarah Simmons, 26, said
this week while taking a break from
putting up their new hoop house.
“But we’re doing it.”

Simmons, originally from Kansas
City, Kansas, came to Maine to be
an apprentice at the Bahner Farm
in Belmont. Once here, she became
friends with the farm apprentices
from her season and the next: Molly
Rubin, 26, from Connecticut; Laura
McLaughlin, 24, from Pennsylvania;
and Alexandra Burge, 29, who’s
married to the fifth farmer, 37-year-
old Michael Burge, who are from
Georgia.

The group had several important
things in common. They all loved
organic farming and learned a lot
from mentors Mike and Christa
Bahner, but they weren’t quite sure
how they could strike out on their
own. That requires land and money,
neither of which were things they
individually had in abundance.

“I wanted to take the next step,”
Rubin said. “I knew I wanted to try
and start my own thing. It made
sense to do it with people I already
knew.”

Daniel MacPhee, the educational
programs director of MOFGA, said
this week that while the cooperative
model may be new, he expects that a
lot more farmers will be using it in
the future.

“I think it’s great,” he said of

what the Streamside farmers are
doing. “I think of that group of
young farmers as kind of an alterna-
tive family unit. Being able to start
a farm business takes resources. If
you don’t have family land and you
don’t have the benefit of financial
resources to get you started, a coop-
erative is a great way to get in with
a group of people you trust and to
pool your resources. And the social
thing, too. Imagine going through
the struggles that a beginning farm-
er goes through — but with your
three or four closest friends. I think
it’s a really valuable way to get
started.”

Even so, Streamside Farm might
not have become a reality so quick-
ly if it hadn’t been for a big stroke of
luck. Kim Jacobs and Bob Klein of
Brooks were searching for people to
come and farm a parcel of land they
owned on a southward-facing slope
abutting the Marsh River. Alexan-
dra Burge works at Gibbs Family
Hardware in downtown Brooks and
got to talking with Klein, who asked
her to come look at the land.

“She said, ‘I don’t know, I don’t
know,’” Rubin recounted. “Then she
thought, ‘What do I have to lose?’”

The five friends checked out the
land and the simple house Klein

built there and decided it just made
sense for them to sign on. They
worked out affordable terms for a
two-year lease and moved in last
fall. They tilled about an acre’s
worth of fields and planted them in
cover crop. They also planted straw-
berries and garlic, both of which are
starting to poke green leaves above
the soil in the lengthening spring
sunshine.

Jacobs and Klein, who are travel-
ing in Mexico this spring, could not
be reached for a comment. But last
fall, Jacobs told the BDN she was
excited about the Streamside Farm
farmers and their plans for the land.
Those plans include planting the
fields with about $1,400 worth of
seeds and growing them organical-
ly, without pesticides, Rubin and
Simmons said.

“We’re going to plant all the vege-
tables,” Simmons joked. “Greens,
brassicas, cucurbits, onions, garlic,
strawberries, tomatoes, herbs.”

In January, they launched a Go-
FundMe campaign to help defray
startup costs for farm basics, includ-
ing purchasing a truck and building
100-square-foot walk-in cooler. So
far, that campaign has netted nearly
$7,000 — money that has really

Group of five puts down roots, works together on Brooks farm
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Sarah Simmons (left) and Molly Rubin work on setting up a new hoop house at Streamside Farm in Brooks. Five
friends joined forces to start a cooperative farm, where they pool knowledge, resources and their energy. They
are gearing up for their first growing season.
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Streamside Farm in Brooks was started by five friends as a cooperative
farm. They pool knowledge, resources and their energy to start their first
season.
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