
 Thornton Street Farm by the Numbers - 2020 
 

6th - Year of farming 
The call to start farming the land was a way to literally put a stake in the ground and 

ensure community members were benefiting from this plot, keep it in green space and 

protect it from being developed into housing.  Haley House was invited by Hawthorne Youth 

& Community Center (HYCC) and neighbors to partner in this effort in 2015 and brought on a 

full time Farm Manager in 2018. 

 

64 - Garden beds and soil mounds in production 
The health and productivity of crops are a direct reflection of the health of the 

ecosystem.  If soil is fertile and well-cared for, it’s expressed in healthy, resilient plants.  The 

primary job of land stewards is tending to the land - not necessarily the plants - knowing that 

above-ground growth is a manifestation of the below-ground system. Focus on soil health, 

establishing habitats for beneficial and predatory insects, proper plant density and spacing, 

mulching, trellising, thinning, pruning, proper harvesting, crop rotation and crop diversity all 

contribute to healthy and productive plants.  

 

27 - Varieties of flowers grown 
The abundance of flowers isn’t just an attempt to beautify the space, but also to 

create a key habitat.   The flowers we grow, especially the ones in between the vegetables, 

attract beneficial insects.  Not just pollinators - which we need for fruiting crops like tomatoes 

- but predatory and parasitic insects.  We’re inviting in the bugs that eat the bugs that eat the 

plants!  In a quiet moment in the sun, you’ll see hover flies and parasitic wasps buzzing 

around the flowers and they’re looking for insects like aphids that can cause a lot of damage 

to our crops.   In 2020, we farmed entirely without pesticides, herbicides, fungicides - not 

even a drop of organic spray - because we’re focusing on creating a whole ecosystem where 

natural life - and death - cycles are doing the work on their own.  

 

637 - Bags of fresh produce delivered through the Highland Park Senior 

Produce Program 
Early in the spring we heard from neighborhood elders how hard it had become for 

them to safely get groceries during COVID, especially fresh fruits and vegetables. At the same 

time, neighborhood teenagers wandered onto the land each day, seeking opportunities to 

engage and support their community.  In partnership with Hawthorne Youth and Community 

Center (HYCC), the teens helped to launch a COVID-safe produce and grocery gift card 

delivery program for Highland Park seniors living near the farm.  During the first week of 

June, the team delivered 

produce to eight 

households. Word spread, 

and the team was quickly 

making more than fifty 

weekly deliveries. 

Thousands of pounds of 

food - 45% of the total 

produced at the farm - 

grown on less than an 

acre made their way into 

brown paper bags and 

into dozens of kitchens  

throughout summer and into fall.  



 

 

173  - Days from first to last harvest 
Over the past few seasons, we have reached our production limit with the infrastructure and space 

limitations we currently have.  This year we grew 3,920 pounds of produce, just over 2019’s 3,855 

pounds.  We’ve grown food on almost every possible square inch we can, practiced planning intensively 

with many crop successions and now our production has plateaued until some major changes happen. 

The first of two limiting factors is sunlight.  On the east and west sides of the farm, the invasive maple 

trees shade a good portion of potential growing space, so until those trees are heavily pruned or 

removed, we can only grow to the boundaries of their shade.  The second limitation is seasonal.  We put 

our first plants into the ground in early May under plastic and pull our last crops after the first hard frost 

(below freezing for six or more hours).  We are looking into and pricing out installation of a greenhouse, 

upgrade of our low tunnels and/or building of high tunnels.  

 

6 - Teens employed at farm & HYCC 
With programming, there’s always the decision whether it’s more impactful to have a light touch with a wide group of 

students or to go deep with a few.  Because of the restraints COVID put on us for large groups of kids and teenagers, our decision 

was made for us and the results were amazing.  All of the local teenagers  brought a unique perspective on how they wanted to be 

involved, but also came with a wide-open willingness to help wherever needed.  They helped launch and execute our Highland Park 

Senior Produce Distribution Program and truly touched every part of it.  They designed flyers, delivered flyers into mailboxes up and 

down the neighborhood, shoveled soil to prep planting beds, planted, pruned, mulched, trellised, weeded, saved seed, replanted 

and mulched perennial borders, and of course participated in the weekly ritual of harvesting, washing, packing and delivering bags of 

fresh produce to neighborhood seniors.  They took photographs, put on bee suits and participated in beehive inspections, helped 

with community events for kids, helped lead virtual classes for off site groups, and were all around tour 

guides and ambassadors for anyone who visited the farm.  

 

9 - Pick-up days for farm-inspired activity kits for kids 
Two teens were especially interested in supporting kids and families whose activities were 

extremely limited during COVID.  Together we came up with farm-inspired, family-friendly activity kits, and 

the teens took the lead on all outreach, kit assembly and distribution, reaching dozens of families who 

enjoyed them at home through the summer season. 

 

19 - Virtual tours, panels and classes for Roxbury teens 
Although we weren’t able to formally welcome groups beyond our summer teen program and groups from our partner 

YouthBuild Boston (YBB), we were able to respond to every request for a virtual programming for local school and teen groups, and 

although it’s far from the experience and adventure of being on site, we were still able to give Boston teens a peek into the urban 

farm. 

 

2021 - Our next great farming season! 
The farm runs on the big hearts and hard working hands of many people.  Please stop by as we begin the next season and 

reach out to Anna with any questions, thoughts, feedback.  Email farm@haleyhouse.org and/or call 617-236-8132, Ext. 47 anytime! 
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