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Community gardens yield benefits for Leominster youth

By Emily Micucci, emicucci@sentinelandenterprise.com

Posted: 06/30/2011 06:32:29 AM EDT

LEOMINSTER -- Digging in the dirt and growing their own food are activities many urban children have little experience with, but a community garden at the Boys & Girls Club is opening local kids' eyes to the joys of planting. 

"The whole idea is to bring the youngsters' ideas and knowledge to the family dinner table," said Bob Mersereau, a volunteer in charge of the gardening program at the club's Lindell Avenue headquarters. 

More than 30 4- by 8-foot garden beds were built over the last year to accommodate a full community garden, open not just to kids attending the Boys & Girls Club programs, but to other interested agencies and local families. 

Mersereau, who's managed gardening programs at the Boys & Girls Club for five years, had a little help from the Trustees of Reservations, the conservation group next door that owns the land. 

The Trustees added to the handful of beds Mersereau began building two years ago next to the clubhouse, after Mersereau fell ill last June. The expansion has generated new interest among Boys & Girls Club children, and the community at large. 

Mersereau, a 67-year-old retired geologist, works with the kids three days a week. He said the youngsters generally have "zero" experience gardening. Using materials provided by the trustees, he teaches them how to plant a wide variety of vegetables, herbs, and flowers. They learn how nature works, and to enjoy eating fresh vegetables. 

"The biggest problem with youngsters is picking things before they're ready," Mersereau said. 
Before signing up for the community garden elective at the Boys & Girls Club, 10-year-old Alyson Smith couldn't have imagined the fresh produce she'd generate for her family, living in an apartment on Sixth Street in Leominster. 

"We're not allowed to dig a hole, let alone anything else," Smith said, as she showed off her bed full of tomatoes, winter squash, cilantro, chives, and radishes. 

Renee Mercier, 11, said she has a garden at her Leominster home, but it tends to fall by the wayside when her father goes away on business. Wednesday was her first day learning how to garden at the Boys & Girls Club. 

"I kind of wanted to see if I could spruce it up," Mercier said. 

Boys & Girls Club Executive Director Donata Martin said she's excited to see other agencies are interested in working alongside the children too. The expansion was done, in part, to create stronger connections with the community. 

Families can come work on gardens with their children at their leisure. And clients from ARC Community Services, the organization that teaches skills to those with developmental disabilities, have started coming to the garden to plant regularly. 

There is more space available for other groups or residents that are interested too. Martin said people should contact the Trustees of Reservations at 978-840-4446 for information. 

"It's ready to go when people are ready," Martin said.

