Young growers/entrepreneurs like Bridgeite Johnson are helping the Dandridge Farmers’ Market fulfill its mission. The 16-year-old is

up at 5 am. to pick produce from her three-acre garden on Saturdays. (Staff Photo - Steve Marion)
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Teenage farmers help make Dandridge Market a big success
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Standard Banner Staff Writer

Sale receipts at the Dandridge Farmers’
Market have doubled since its beginning
three years ago.

One reason is that the market’s mission
— to connect growers of fresh, local foods
with suburban residents who like to eat
them — is sound.

Other reasons include Bridgette, Matt,
Eli, Hunter, and Willie.

The four teenagers are playing a key role
in helping the market realize a bigger goal
— to move Jefferson County’s agrarian heri-

- tage into its future.

Bridgette Johnson, who is 16, started
her Saturday morning’s work at five, pick-
ing vegetables to sell at “Bridgette’s Fresh
Produce,” her stand at the market. She has
three acres of vegetables on her family’s
farm in White Pine.

“It’s hard work,” she said, “but it’s worth
it

When Bridgette told her mom and dad,
Mark and Melissa Johnson, that she wanted
to garden, she “meant to start with a little
one,” but her dad, who had good memories
of gardening from his childhood, encour-
aged her to think bigger.

“I’ve been doing it four years now,” she
said, “and I learn new things every year. I
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farmers and gardeners who par-
ticipate grow the food locally — so
it’s fresher and healthier.”

All market produce is chemical-
free. Many are also heirloom vari-
eties that you can’t find elsewhere.
For instance, the Wisner’s eggs
are produced by heirloom chicken
breeds. Jennifer and Earnest Gray,
of Gray’s Family Farm in Talbott,
had gigantic heirloom B gard
sweet potatoes for sale Saturday
morning, along with sweet corn

had been having trouble with eggplant, but
this year I figured them out.”

The glossy, deep purple vegetables at her
stand are nicer than anything you’ll find at
the grocery store. She also has 812 tomato
plants. Her mom bakes chocolate cakes with
Caramello candies for sale at the market.

“But we give away a lot of cake,” she
said. “We want people to have a good time
when they come to the market.”

On Saturday morning, Melissa baked a
birthday cake for the market teens, several
of whom have birthdays this month.

Matt Jones, who was celebrating his
15th birthday, has a business called “Matt’s
Plants & More.” He sells annuals, perenni-
als, vegetables, hanging baskets — and even
candles and soaps he makes himself.

“I taught myself from the internet,” he
said. “I’ve also got my own greenhouse
where I start my plants. This is something I
hope to keep on doing for a long time.”

Willie Wisner, son of Lucy and Wade
Wisner of Dandridge, plays a big role in the
success of Wisner Farms. They sell eggs and
fresh turkeys and chickens, but have also
started a unique sideline — shitake mush-
rooms, Lucy was out picking them before
dawn Saturday.

“We grow them on oak logs,” she said.
“We're in the process of putting in a bunch
more for next season.”

and other vegetables.

Shitskes are a special ingredient in Asian
dishes. nd it’s hard to find good, fresh ones.
Wisner's prices are much better than you'll
find at e gourmet grocery stores that carry
the musirooms. -

Eli Hammer helps his parents produce
three acres of vegetables for sale at the
market.

] thask it’s great that there are some
young people now who can make a garden
from scrzech,” said his mom, Tina. “It'salso
making them some good extra income.”

Humssr Donahoo doesn’t have a three-
acre gasden of his own, but he’s helping
the market in other ways. His mom, Mitzi,
has “Hoo's Fur and Feathers,” a specialty
treats boatique for pets at the market, and
Hunter is there every Samrday, selling hot-
dogs, ciips, and drinks for “Homet Pride.”
a volum=er group dedicated to helping the
school improve its facilities. They plan ©
break ground soon on a new restroom facil-
ity for the school’s athletic fields.

“The Dandridge Community Trust.
which is the town’s Main Street Program.
started the market as a new ‘old’ activity i
the downtown,” said Barbara Garrow, one
of the organizers. “Historically, this area
was a premier farming area, and the mar-
ket helps to make that link with our past.
It’s also important to our future in that the
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“My dad was a tobacco farmer
for 50 years,” said Jennifer, “and
this is our way of camying on the

. family farm.” g

The land has been in her family
for 65 years. Across the parking
lot, another family farm, “Hootin®
Holler” of Dandridge, was selling
homegrown loofas, along with
handmade baskets, birdhouses.
soaps, and free-range eggs. Near-
by, Kelly Thomas was selling her
handmade pastas.

“The producers have become

a big family,” sesed Garow. “They
buy and trade among themselves.
For instance, Kelly gets the fresh
eggs for her pastas here ™

The market has seen as many
as 24 vendors this season, but is
winding down now for the fall. It
will be held this Samrday, begin-
ning at 8 am.. and then will go
on break until the first Saturdays
in October and November, said
Garrow. You cam now find the
Dandridge Farmers™ Market on
Facebook and at www.mainstreet-



