There’s always something to learn in this farming business and sometimes it can be painful.

We spent $500 on propane to heat the greenhouse in January ’03 and we definitely thought we were wiser this year.  We felt pretty smug at our Farmers’ Market meeting when other growers were running their greenhouses through that terrible cold.  Our turn-on date would be February 2, not before.

And then it started to snow.  And snow.  And snow.  And being I’m so smart and I’ve seen so many photos of collapsed greenhouses from snow loads, I can’t believe I didn’t think of removing the snow until it was EIGHT inches thick!  The plastic was already sagging!

I took the big shop broom out there and tried to pull the snow down.  Most landed in my face and boots.  I even took to bouncing the broom on the plastic trying to get the snow to slide.  Of course it didn’t help that I only had jeans on and most of the snow ended up in my boots.  The snow banks next to the greenhouse were hip high.  What a struggle to walk!  I was soaked and frozen by the time the roof was clean.  (Henry called me Lobster Legs!) 

That’s when I noticed that I had sliced the plastic somehow.  Must have been the sharp brush bristles and frozen plastic.  Pretty smart, eh?
Every few hours I’d remove more snow accumulation.  I’m now using a large squeegee the guys use to shove water off the shop floor.  And the guys said, “No more bouncing on that plastic!”

The best part is that the snow banks are starting to pack under my feet and I’m actually standing higher and higher.  I’ve even been able to patch some of the holes I’d made in the plastic.

A whole day was spent hanging sheets of plastic, dividing the greenhouse into a warm room and a cold room, adding a layer of plastic to the ceiling, building a false wall on the north side, stuffing the ventilation fans with insulation, just trying to keep the warm air inside and the cold air outside.

The neighbor has been coming with his snow blower every time the wind moves this snow around.  The boys plow some with the tractor and loader and then he cleans the yard better.  We didn’t run the greenhouse alarm wire until Wednesday and then never thought of telling the neighbor.  No alarms in the middle of the night.  We had it licked!!!

Until I went to the greenhouse Friday morning . . .  

There was the wire, sticking out of a snow bank.  The snow blower had eaten a big chunk right out of it.  By this time the wind had buried the wire under hardened snow.  What a struggle to pull that wire out of the snow.  Two steps were on top of a snow bank and suddenly THUNK!  Down my foot would go.  THUNK!  In went the other foot.  And now to pull them out!  Snow goes up the snow pants and down the boots.  Socks slowly hike down to the toes.  

Pull, pull.  Step. Whoop!  Down.  Step.  Whoop!  Down.  Pull, pull.  It holds!  I’m three feet taller!
Henry came out and helped splice the wire together.  I removed more snow and then we left for the annual meeting of OCIA Chapter1 (our organic certifier) in Des Moines.

We’re on the road for only an hour or so and Alissa calls.  “The alarm is going off in the middle of the day.  The sun is shining and the green house is 85 degrees!”    
“Don’t worry.  That temperature won’t hurt anything this time of year.  Just turn the alarm off during the day and on again at night.”  

Saturday morning we call the kids.  “Alissa and Josh were up most of the night.  The alarm kept going off!  By the time they would get dressed and go out to the greenhouse, the furnace would be running and it was warming up again.”

And our trip?  It was fine until the last 52 miles of Interstate 35.  Seventy four vehicles in the ditch in 52 miles!  Henry was pretty stressed by the time we arrived.  Folks said Interstate 80 was even worse.  Looked like a parking lot!
We had sunshine by the time the meeting was over.  Met the kids for pizza.  Crawled into bed about 10:30.  The alarm started at 2:15 am.  I went out to take a look and pretty soon, Henry came out, too.  

We started adjusting the thermostat, trying this, trying that.  Crawled back into bed at 5:00 am.  Alarm went off every twenty minutes.  Outside again at 6am.  
Henry finally called the manufacturer at home and we went and picked up new guts for the furnace.  He replaced every sensor, the pilot mechanism, the gas valve, everything that could be replaced was replaced.  And then we played with the thermostat all over again.    
9:15 pm.  We’re back in the house!  We’d had food and lots of coffee, but neither one of us had showered.  Grunge!  Henry’s hands were rough and sore from working with cold metal.  His ‘toosh’ was numb from sitting on a cold concrete block for hours and hours.  But did we sleep!  All night!  No screaming alarm!  Wonderful.  The furnace is working beautifully.  

A good thing about all this snow . . . it’s has pretty much sealed the edges and up the sides of the greenhouse.  There are no cold drafts coming in.   

Another obstacle:  How do we convince the propane truck driver to drag his hose 100’ through snow five feet deep to fill the propane tank?  

Because . . . how would we explain to customers that we are out of garlic because we needed to fill the propane tank so we let the neighbor snow blow but the garlic was planted too close to the greenhouse and because there wasn’t enough room, the snow blower  picked up snow, straw, plastic, irrigation tape, garlic and all?  NOT GOING TO HAPPEN!!!  I’ll spend a day stomping the snow bank into a foot path if I have to.  
“UPS man is here!   Four big boxes of lily bulbs and thirteen boxes of plants and another box of seed!”

Potting soil arrived yesterday.  Henry is picking up pots today.  Aaaaah, it’s good to be planting again.  Winter is pretty awesome at our place! 
Harriet @ Seedtime & Harvest

