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Happy Spring everyone! 

Well, as I write this it sure doesn’t look like spring out there!  It is April 23rd and the ground is covered in snow.  

I know it won’t last, but it doesn’t really get one in the spring spirit!  We have had some beautiful weather, and 

the ground dried up enough for us to do some initial ground work with the horses, and even get our first sugar 

snap peas seeded outside.  But this is actually a more normal spring.  I’m happy it didn’t stay dry, since it can 

happen that as we move from very wet to quickly very dry, the soil can harden (especially those of us with some 

clay in our soil), and actually make it harder for the plants to root and reach upward.  So this wet, then dry, 

then wet again, is fine by me. 

April is a big greenhouse month anyway for our farm.  There is a great deal to seed and pot up, as well as 

preparing the beds in the ground inside the three greenhouse spaces.  This we can do no matter what the 

weather is.  This season’s first apprentice, John Drimmie (pictured above on the left) arrived mid March in 

time to start the seedings.  Marike Osthaus is also joining us during the spring for a couple days a week to help.  

In early May, Violet Reid-Taylor will join us as a second 

apprentice. 

This year we are doing a few greenhouse experiments.  The 

first one involved building an addition on our house!  Some of 

you may remember back in 2012 we had a fundraiser at the 

farm to raise money to try to build a greenhouse against our 

house in order to cut back, or eliminate the need for propane 

to heat the space for our seedlings.  Well, we had raised $800 

during that event.  When I then got a building inspector to 

look at the plans we had, it turned out that what we hoped to 

do would require over $3000 just in materials for the 

foundation.  Well, that kind of put the plan on hold.  As I 

pondered how to do this on a much lower budget, I finally 



thought of a solution last summer.   This 

involved building a lean-to greenhouse onto 

our existing back porch.  This project I was 

able to do for just over the $800 mark.  What it 

allows us to do is start off in early March 

keeping the seedlings more protected and 

heated by the wood stove in the room off the 

porch.  At night we were able to bring all the 

plants inside.  This year I was so happy to have 

this set up, as the temperatures stayed really 

low (-15C) through much of this time.  During 

the day when the sun was out, the lean-to 

would warm up enough to put the germinating 

plants out in the light, so they wouldn’t get so 

leggy.  I’m pretty happy with this initial 

experiment, though I hope to improve it.  If I 

can find an insulating material that I can roll up during the day and down at night, we could make this space 

last longer into the spring.  We will see what we can find for next year. 

The other experiment we are doing involves a 

modification of our seedling mix.  One of the 

principles in Biodynamics is trying to limit as much 

as possible the materials we use for production that 

originates from off the farm.  This mainly relates to 

having enough on farm manure for the land’s 

fertility, and enough feed for the animals.  This can 

also relate to seeds and to energy inputs.  This is 

very challenging to do in this day and age, and we 

are always trying to find ways to become more and 

more self sufficient.  This also applies to our 

seedling mix.  Although we are no longer certified 

with Demeter (the certifying body that inspects 

Biodynamic farms), we have always met their 

requirement that at least 75% by weight of the 

seedling mix originate from on-farm sources.  Our 

mix has been compost from the farm, soil, raw peat, and vermiculite.  For the past 20 years I have been trying 

to find a substitute for the peat.  The peat moss that we use is raw, meaning that we find a commercial peat 

product that has not been processed with a surfactant.  Most commercial peat moss has this additive to help it 

absorb water easier.  Unfortunately what this does is break down the surface tension of water, which has the 

side effect of creating an environment that is more conducive to plant diseases.  Organic and Biodynamic 

standards require raw peat, which is fine, but there is a question of its sustainability.  Peat is harvested from 

peat bogs.  This is potentially a renewable resource, as peat forms naturally all the time.  The question is how 

quickly is it harvested compared to how quickly it forms.  I read a report a few years ago that compared US and 

Canadian peat.  The peat industry in Canada is not harvesting it as fast as it forms, but in the US peat is 

harvested faster than it is renewing.   

I have never felt too bad about using Canadian peat, but have also been trying various alternatives.  In 1998, we 

tried making a leaf based compost specifically as a peat replacement, but weren’t too happy with how it worked.  

A couple years later a new product came on the market as a sustainable replacement for peat… coconut husks.  

This product was marketed extensively, so we tried it out.  Although it might work in garden beds, it didn’t 



work for us in our flats.  Both the coconut 

husk and leaf compost didn’t provide the 

fine powdery quality and tilth that peat 

does and the plants couldn’t develop a 

good root system in the trays.  

Over the past five years of farming with 

horses, and watching horse pooh go 

through its transformations on the road 

way as I walked or drove by daily, it 

occurred to me that we might be able to 

use it as a peat substitute.  So this winter, 

as I cleaned out the horse stalls, I would 

take some fresh droppings and lay them 

out on tables in the greenhouse to dry.  

This spring we were able to sift it and use it 

just like peat.  We have done some 

experiments with different mixtures and a 

control to see how it works.  Not only 

would this save us some money, it would 

also be making use of a readily available, 

very renewable resource from the farm. 

Unfortunately, it seems the peat is still 

better.  The three flats in this picture were 

seeded on the same day and with the same 

seeds.  The bottom one is with our regular 

peat mix.  The two upper ones are two of 

the variations with horse manure instead.  

The lettuce is the most dramatic one to 

notice.  I still see some potential with using 

the horse manure, but more experiments might be necessary, as well as sending some mix samples to a lab for 

analysis.  We are now too far into the season for me to continue work on this.  However, if there is any member 

or friend of the farm who is interested in helping with this project, please let me know, and we might be able to 

move it farther this year. 

 

‘till next time, 

Cory 


