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I Know How to Grow It!  
Just How Do YOU Sell It? 

 
Louise Mikesell-Wireman, Direct Marketing Specialist 

The Center for Innovative Food Technology 
5555 Airport Highway  #100 

Toledo, OH 43615 
419-534-3710 ext 112 

 
Introduction: 
In the past 5 years farmers markets have grown 500%.  Buying local and the buzz word locavore are 
words we use everyday.  Consumers are shopping farmers markets for fresh local produce.  They love all 
the colors, sights, sounds and smells associated with a farmers market.  They love to shop, see and be 
seen.  Consumers buy more than just fresh fruits and vegetables; they buy baked goods, fresh flowers, 
plants, herbs, farm fresh eggs, honey, herbs, meats, cheeses, foraged nuts and mushrooms, jams and 
jellies and even crafts.  You see you are really not just selling things, you are selling memories.  Take a 
look at who comes to the market:  an elderly Grandma comes down with her adult children, she buys a 
pint or a couple of tomatoes and remarks on how she used to can tomatoes, even ketchup.  She knows 
when the beans are old, and can pick out the best melon to have tomorrow morning for breakfast.  She 
still shops, but doesn’t buy too much, because she doesn’t eat too much.  The there is the baby boomer.  
They were raised coming to the market.  When they walk by they see memories.  “Mom used to make 
elderberry jam” or “I never like kohlrabi cooked” They remember all the good times when they came 
down, not the work their parents saw.  Younger shoppers come because they want to buy local and 
seasonal.  They know that local strawberries are not available in April and asparagus is not harvested in 
October.  They buy bunches of everything and are religious shoppers every week.  Of course you have the 
much younger crowd then, the zealous shoppers who are looking to repair all the damages their parents 
did to them eating processed foods while they grew up.  They come with their expensive strollers, 
designer bags and fancy cell phones to buy organic fruits and vegetables that announce no spray, or 
pesticide free, they don’t buy a lot, they both work and enjoy eating out and having someone else do the 
dishes and not mess up the house.  Then there is the group of “Save the Earth” or “Eat Local” people; 
they ride their bikes to the market in all types of weather where they shop for organic produce, soy based 
products, buffalo or grass fed meat.  They put their purchases in reusable cloth bags, and even bring their 
own cup for coffee as long as it is fair trade and shade grown.  They would never buy a baked good made 
with refined flour and sugar, and can recite vegan recipes like a gourmet magazine.  Last but not least you 
have the eye-rolling, heavy sighing teens and tweens.  This group really doesn’t want to get up to go to 
the market, Yuk… fruits and vegetables.  They will not buy cabbage or pears, but they will look over and 
purchase hand made jewelry, tied t shirts and other inexpensive craft items. 
 
Yes all these people will shop the market, and it is your job to be all things to all people.  Rather a large 
daunting task?  Think you would rather stay home and sell off the porch?  What and miss the opportunity 
of lifetime.  Where else can you sell produce, eat lunch for breakfast, brag about your zucchini casserole ( 
and somebody will listen) Bs with your neighbor, be part of the fashion police, check out the crowd for 
uniqueness and go home with an empty truck and a full wallet, with no middle man.   The market! 
 
So let’s start.. 



Produce 
You’ve decided to grow to sell at a market.  Let’s do some homework. Look through all those seed 
catalogs and while picking peppers, pumpkins or everything in between, look for unique varieties.  
Everyone grows bell peppers, but is there an interesting unique variety or a new colored pepper that will 
make your display look different?   
You need to make your produce stand out from all others selling the same things.  Take a chance on 
unique items offered:  fava bean, garbanzo beans, heirloom pumpkins, oriental greens or Middle Eastern 
cucumbers.  We’re not saying you should grow everything different, but sometimes it is these different 
crops that bring inquisitive shoppers.  There was a farmer at the market that sold peanuts, plant and all.  
You know what, parents bought the plants as an example of how they grow to show their kids, teachers 
bought them for show and tell.  I bet not one of those peanuts got eaten.  But they sold! 
 
Liability 
I know why do I need insurance?  Most markets will require you to have some sort of product liability 
insurance on the produce you bring to market.  In a world that loves to sue people, you need to cover your 
fanny just in case.  I am sure those spinach growers in California were glad they had insurance.  Nuff 
said.  Talk to your agent about coverage; give him a list of what you will be selling.  The insurance is not 
extremely expensive and will give you peace of mind. 
 
Vehicles 
Most farmers markets are not going to be next door, which means you will need reliable transportation to 
get to and from market.  Do you have an extra vehicle that can be tied up all day?   
 
Help 
You have produce to sell and a vehicle to get it there.  Now you will need some ambitious enthusiastic 
person to sell at the stall.  It is always good to make sure the same person is there every week.  Customers 
then know your products by face recognition.  So, look for someone that can commit to every market day 
during the season, is honest and courteous to customers and vendors, and can make decisions on bulk 
pricing or end of day sales. 
 
Markets 
Where you sell can be a challenge to find the right fit.   Figure out how many days a week you can sell.  
Then figure which day or days will work for you, how far away and how big the market is.  Visit your 
potential sites to see who is selling there, get an application, ask for a set of rules, and ask if there is a 
procedure to become a member of the market. 
Look around at the market itself: 

• Are there places to park your vehicle and sell off the back or do you have to park elsewhere and 
then set up and sell? 

• Are there permanent marked spaces in a facility, are the spaces all uniform in size or is it a 
jumbled mix? 

• Is there lighting and electricity available for your use? 
• Are tables provided, or do you have to bring your own? 
• Can you bring in a pop up? 
• Are there restrooms or port a potties on site for customers and vendors 
• Is there an office on site, trailer, or table where  you check in 
• What time can you set up, and how late can you stay 
• Is there water nearby? 
• Can you come on the market as a daily member? For how long? 
• How are stalls given out? 
• Is it a true growers market, or are hucksters allowed? 



• Is there entertainment ever? 
• Does the market advertise? 
• Does the market take WIC, and senior coupons, and where can you sign up? 
• Do you need licenses? 
• How do you pay? By day? Or season? 

 
Let’s see you have grown produce, have a truck full, an enthusiastic worker and a space at the local 
farmers market.  Life is good, yet you have just gotten started. 
There is a whole new part of your life: 
 
Being part of a Farmers Market 
Before you pull up make sure you have the best produce you can pick in your truck.  You might want to 
do a little more planning by setting up some already in quarts, bags or baskets.  Make sure everything you 
take down is clean, and no bruises or really bad spots.  Talk over with everyone at the farm their take on 
prices for the produce and make yourself out a sheet.  Use this as a guide.  I say that because being you 
are a newbie to the market; you want to situate yourself somewhere in the middle of the pack.  Too 
expensive and people will take a look at the produce and the price and buy from the guy down the aisle 
who is cheaper.  If you are too cheap you will either sell out too quickly or people will think there is 
something wrong with it and not buy it.  Also if you are too cheap you will get a lot of dirty looks and 
comments from the regulars on the market.  And don’t put it past some farmer coming over and getting in 
your face for selling too cheap.  Look around at the market before you put your prices out. 
 
Keep in mind how many hours the market is open, and fill your truck accordingly.  I know that when 
zucchini comes on it really comes on.  You can have 20 bushels that day.  But remember if you have that 
many, so do others at the market, so leave some home and expect to sharpen you pencil on the price to 
move the mountain you have.   
 
Please, please refrain from ripping up cardboard boxes for price stickers, and carry a couple sizes of 
magic markers.  The only thing worse than torn up boxes for signs is no signs at all.   You might want to 
buy a pack of 3 x 5 cards to use as price signs along with a couple of larger magic markers.    Number two 
pencils can’t be seen and ballpoint pen is just as bad.  Plan ahead it will help in the long run. 
 
How to set yourself apart from the others.  
 Whether you take your own tables or they have some there.  Make sure not only are the clean, but bring 
along something to cover them with.  If you take a table, make sure you leave the old rickety one at home, 
take the newer one.  A new table can cost around $25, not a bad investment.  You want to create a good 
impression, so do your best.  This can be anything from cheap plastic tablecloths from family dollar, old 
sheets, rugs, or colorful plastic roll.  Produce looks great when it sits on a clean surface.  The customer 
will know the produce is clean.  Stagger your display of vegetables to look nice.  It will depend on how 
much room you have.  If you decide to use boxes from the truck make sure they are in good condition and 
will stack safely.  Display your produce so you can still see customers.  Some farms bring pictures of the 
family farm and assorted critters, others have a hand made sign with their name, some even have home 
printed business cards with phone numbers for those who wish to order something special.   
 
There is a mixed feeling about chairs at the market.  Some farmers think standing the entire time keeps 
you busy, making sure everything is just right.  Others think sitting a minute here or there is ok, and sure 
looks better than sitting on the edge of a table.  Many just sit on the tailgate.  Remember you are here to 
sell what you brought.  I know it can get boring some times, and you kind of migrate to a friendly booth 
where others are chit chatting; remember you are here to sell, not sit and gab. You may miss customers 
who stop.  Do not think your neighbor will wait on them at your stall.  While they may do it once and a 



while, and might watch while you get something to eat, or head off to the potty, if you are gone a long 
time or leave too many times, you may be taking advantage and they will stop all together. 
 
Be ever mindful of the rules of the market.  We would all love to hawk our wares on a busy day.  One 
such merchant used to sell wine, and cry out,” wine, wine, all I have is wine” in a loud mournful voice.: 
cute the first five times, a nuisance after that.  Many markets say no to this, so read and learn. 
 
Check were your table is and keep within your boundaries.  Sounds petty?  You bet! I have seen vendors 
come it to set up and give their neighbors produce a shove to get it off their line.  Just keep smiling and 
remember it for next week. 
 
Is there power by your stall?  First does it cost extra to use it, or can you plug in a crock-pot, coffee 
maker, or electronic scale?  Check with the office on this, especially older markets where the amperage 
might not bee good.  You making coffee could brown out a section, use a toaster and when it goes off you 
could trip the breaker. 
 
Remember you are going to be away from the farm for a while, so you cannot run back home for 
anything.  I suggest a market box for the truck.  Include: 3 x5 cards, markets, receipt book, rubber bands, 
tie tapes, plastic bags, masking and duct tape, push pins, paperclips, a pair of scissors, sharp knife, cell 
phone, trash bags, bottle of water and some spare rags. 
 
Along with this you will need to carry a money box.  You will still be away from the farm, so make sure 
you have small bills, and change in your box.  Plan for the extreme.  You may not get that customer with 
a one hundred dollar bill buying a two dollar quart of zucchini, but being prepared will be better than 
always bugging the neighboring stall holder for change.  While you are at it, keep a mindful eye on the 
box, stash bigger bills somewhere on your body, and try to refrain from counting money in front of 
customers and vendors.  Try not to temp fate.   
 
Bags.  Some communities find that these plastic bags are a nuisance, and have banned them from retail.  
There are some now made out of corn, and are biodegradable.   There are many places that sell these 
bags, and some markets will have a roving salesman selling misprinted bags at a reduced price.  These are 
all good items that will make a good impression with customers.  Please refrain from using old bags.  
While you might be using just your own from home, I have seen farmers go to stores and raid the bin.  
You do not know what was in these bags, and what germs lurk inside.  Play it safe, buy new.  A few 
pennies will pay off in the long run. 
 
Trash.  I know that there will always be trash when you display fresh fruits and vegetables.  You might 
take off leaves from cauliflower, cut broccoli smaller, and have some produce go bad from the night 
before.  Just check the rules.  Bring plastic trash bags to take that stuff home.  You might want to situate it 
in a box out of the way, or in the truck away from customers.  Customers that see rotten produce, or a 
really messy behind the table area will think twice before they buy there.  Check your rules.  Some 
markets have made provisions for garbage pickup after market time.  Others ask you take everything 
home with you.  I know, those large garbage cans out there for customer trash look mighty inviting to just 
dump your trash and go, but remember how many will see you. 
 
Appearance 
A customer does not expect the farmer selling to them to be in crisp dry cleaned jeans with a starched 
shirt and tie, this does not fit the image of the farmer at the market.  While this wound extreme, customers 
do not want to see jeans that are ratty, or impregnated with dirt.  You are part of the package when selling 
to the customer.  Clean hair is nice, pulled back looks good, selling while it is still wet, I think not.  You 
might look a site after you have emptied your truck and set up your display, and those clothes might look 



pretty bad, why not bring an extra shirt along to change into before market opens.  While we are at it.  
Look for a carpenter’s apron, it will help you make change faster if it is on  your person.  If your farm has 
a logo on a shirt or cap, make sure that is visible.  If you are selling strawberries that day, maybe a red 
shirt, a yellow one when corn is due and something with a fall motif, or orange when you are selling corn 
stalks and pumpkins.  All this adds to the customers’ experience, and to your wallet. 
 
Food, drink and smokes 
It will be a long day.  Customers have grown to expect farmers to have a cup of coffee in their hand or on 
the table first thing in the morning.  But this can be moved to the back of the truck when  you get busy.  
Getting lunch is always tricky.  You can be deader than a doornail, go and get a sloppy Joe from the lunch 
wagon on site, and BAM customers all over the place.  Just remember to keep your goodies and lunch 
away from what you are selling customers.  This especially applies if you are eating anything with nuts in 
it, and it is on top of product.  Allergies to nuts are growing, and can cause the customer to have a violent 
reaction.  Keep all foods like that away from what you are selling. 
 
I used to smoke, and there are still many  people who smoke.  However, many people cannot tolerate the 
smell.  If you must smoke at the market, take along a bottle of hand sanitizer.  Then smoke in front of 
your truck, away from the produce, and remember to use sanitizer before handling the produce.  If you 
decide to smoke at the stall remember not to put that burning butt on the table edge especially if that table 
is not yours, it will burn it and you might owe a little something to have it fixed.    We had one young 
lady that smoked at her stall.  She sold mixed loose leaf greens for salads.  The one picture I will 
remember to this day was of her inch long ash falling down into the salad greens.  It was in an article 
about the farmers market the next week.  Don’t think we didn’t get her to smoke elsewhere. 
 
Along with this goes Kleenex.  Runny noses, allergies or a cold, keep the hand sanitizer nearby to clean 
up after using Kleenex.  Keep the tissue in  your pocket and not on the table.  YUK. 
 
The day will ebb and flow; time will pass quickly and you will see the market winding down.  You have a 
fair amount of produce left now what?  Hopefully you talked about this before you went to the market.  If 
not, there are a few options.  You can check with the market manager to see if a non-profit comes by to 
pick up what you do not want to take home.  Maybe you could mark down what is on the table and still 
make some money on what you have.  Then again you might want to do a little horse trading with the 
baker a couple of tables down from you, and maybe even the cut flower vendor.  While it is not money in 
your pocket, it is still something you can use.  Check out your options, maybe let the pie lady know that 
you could give her a “deal” on your remaining rhubarb,  or the guy next to you has sweet corn and your in 
need of some for the weekend.    The possibilities are endless. 
 
To summarize. 
If you want to be successful at the market, grow something a little different than the rest.  Take down your 
very best, price it right and it will sell.  Make sure you fit in with the market you have chosen to sell at, 
obey the rules, play well with others and be a great asset to the market.  Smile till it hurts and be amazed 
on how much fun you can have selling directly to consumers. 
 
Thanks again. 
 
 
    
 
 
 




