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For many area farmers and food vendors, the summer farmers market in downtown Keene is the
most important revenue source for the year.

So much so that farmers schedule their harvests to be ready for the market’s opening day.

“The lettuce is ready to be picked on May 1,” Bruce Bickford, a market coordinator and manager
of Abenaki Springs Farm in Walpole, said Tuesday.

But Bickford and other vendors are scrambling after city officials told them last week that the
Commercial Street parking lot that has been home to the market for more than 15 years will be
under construction this summer, and filled with cars next year. Behind The Colonial Theatre and
just off Main Street, the lot is a prime location for farmers to sell.

“It’s kind of like having the rug pulled out from under you,” Bickford said.

Six weeks before the first day of the market, Keene Parking Project Manager Gary P. Lamoureux
told Bickford and the two other coordinators that the lot will be part of a resurfacing project from
April to June, and used as overflow parking until November as work is also performed at the
Wells Street parking garage.

Lamoureux said last week his department first contacted organizers about the conflict in the fall;
organizers say a meeting last week was the first notice they received.

Lamoureux could not be reached for comment Tuesday.

Typically, the market is open Saturdays and Tuesdays, May through October.

The market’s coordinators are now approaching owners of other potential sites, and at the same
time holding out hope they might be able to delay the resurfacing project.

Farmers sent a letter to the City Council Tuesday requesting that its members reconsider their
approval of the parking project for this summer.

Bickford said he will attend a meeting of the council’s planning, licenses and development
committee tonight, when Lamoureux is scheduled to speak.

“I’m still hoping that, however it winds its way through the meat grinder of the city government,
that we can come up with a plan that can allow us to stay put in the Commercial Street lot,”
market coordinator Bill Fosher said.
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At this point, he said, nothing is certain.

“(Moving) is one of the many avenues we’re pursuing,” Fosher said. “We don’t have anything
definitely lined up.”

Fosher said Lamoureux has assured the organizers that city officials are searching for an
alternative location.

City Manager John A. MacLean said Lamoureux will outline options for the farmers market and
explain what his department is doing to find another location at tonight’s meeting.

Even if a new site is found, the market’s success isn’t guaranteed.

A two-thirds majority of the market’s 20 or so vendors would have to vote to approve the new
location. Then, market organizers and vendors would have to tackle the task of alerting customers.

That would take valuable resources the market doesn’t necessarily have, Bickford said. Even if the
market advertises a move, he said, customers are creatures of habit and may not find their way to a
new location in meaningful numbers.

He remembered one busy Tuesday when he set up his stand across the aisle from his normal spot
at the market.

Another vendor set up in Bickford’s usual place; that small change threw many people off.

“I had no less than three customers looking at (the other vendor) saying, ‘Where’s Bruce?’ with
their backs to me,” Bickford said. “Any change or anything like that really disrupts everything —
we really just want the regular people to have their regular scene.”

A move could also mean a significant revenue hit for vendors.

“Seeds and starting supplies have been purchased. Fuel for greenhouses has been purchased and
burned. Farmers have planned their production based on sales figures from previous years,” reads
a letter dated Tuesday from the market’s coordinators to the City Council. “A sharp decline of
sales in the first weeks of the market season could be difficult for some of them to survive.”

If the schedule is thrown off or the location is changed, farmers will lose an important opportunity
to make back the money they spent on production expenses during the growing season, Bickford
said.

“The fact is that the number-one asset ... of that spot was that we’ve been there for more than 15
years,” he said. “It’s going to be a hit.”

Sarah Costa of Manning Hill Farm in Winchester is the third member of the market’s organizing
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team and joined Bickford and Fosher in signing the letter.

Noah Elbers, owner of Orchard Hill Breadworks in Alstead, said his company has been selling
bread at the farmers market every summer since 2005.

He said the company makes more money in the summer at the market than selling its goods
year-round at its two other largest Keene clients — Blueberry Fields market and the Monadnock
Food Co-op — combined.

“We love that that the location is near to downtown, and that people can walk to it, and that
obviously customers have come to know that the market is there.”

Elbers said the length of the market’s time at that site has contributed to its growth and success.

“Anyone who’s been in town since the early 2000s can remember how small and sad the market
was before it had really taken off,” he said. “It’s really blossomed.”

Elbers said the Commerical Street lot isn’t perfect, but it’s what people know.

“None of us would see that spot as the ideal spot forever and all time, but it would be really sad to
see the market take a severe downturn just when it was doing so well, just because there was a
communication error.”
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