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What is the most popular 
outdoor activity? No, it’s 
not playing golf. And it’s 
not running. Canadians 
enjoy gardening more than 
anything else we do out-

doors, followed by our love of walking. 
As a result, the gardening and horticultural 
industry does a booming business at this 
time of the year.

Anyone can garden, with spectacular re-
sults. You don’t have to be a green thumb to 
grow flowers or vegetables. Just follow the 
planting instructions, control the weeds and 
water the plants regularly. Studies show that 
gardening is a more effective stress-reducer 
than reading a good book. Gardening also 
promotes physical health through exercise 
and the production of home-grown food 
items. Gardening gets you out in the fresh 
air and sunshine – and it also gets your 
blood moving. There are lots of different 
movements in gardening, so you get some 
exercise benefits out of it as well. Digging, 
planting, weeding and other repetitive tasks 
that require strength or stretching are excel-
lent forms of low-impact exercise. 

A recent study in the Netherlands suggests 
that gardening can fight stress even better than 
other relaxing leisure activities. In a study 
conducted in Norway, people who had been 
diagnosed with depression, persistent low 
mood or bipolar II disorder spent six hours a 
week growing flowers and vegetables. 

After three months, half of the par-
ticipants had experienced a measurable 
improvement in their depression symp-
toms. What’s more, their mood continued 
to be better three months after the garden-
ing program ended. The researchers sug-
gest that the novelty of gardening may have 
been enough to jolt some of the participants 
out of their doldrums. For other partici-
pants, exercise, fresh air and a sense of 
productivity helped combat melancholia.

More seeds in a cucumber
Do you remember when a full package 

of garden seeds cost 10 cents? Today we 
shell out around $2.00 for a package and 
you get just a handful of seeds in the bot-
tom. I’ve been told that seed companies put 
more money into packaging than content. 
We pay for the attractive coloured package 
and very little for the seed. 

Have you ever wondered how many 
seeds are in one of those smart-looking 
packages? I’ve counted as few as 14 seeds 
cucumber seeds in a package and as high 
as 160. There’s one thing for sure, you get 
more seeds in a real cucumber. Potatoes are 
one of the easiest and most prolific home 
garden vegetables.

Nothing beats the taste of freshly dug 
potatoes in July. Yukon Gold is my favour-
ite. This spring I planted 145 seed potatoes 
(three rows) on April 30. They started com-
ing up on May 11. I also plant potatoes in 
late June or early July. They are all grown 
on raised beds (10 inches high and 18 
inches wide) of loamy and very organic 
soil. I cover the beds with a thick cover of 
leaves, grass clippings and straw.

Advice for new gardeners
Here are a few helpful hints I learned 

from experience. If you buy a bag (big or 
small) of seed potatoes, you will likely get 
average or even large potatoes. Most people 
will cut them in two or three pieces, each 
piece having two or three eyes, or sprouts. 
Don’t cut the potatoes. Go to a retailer (farm 
store) where you can pick your own seed 
potatoes from a bulk bin and pick smaller 
potatoes that don’t need to be halved. Be 
careful not to damage the sprouts and make 
sure they are facing up when you plant them.

Don’t put lime on the potato patch. 
Potatoes don’t mind mildly acidic soil and 
they will get pitted skins in the presence of 
lime. Don’t put down manure either. It con-
tains viruses and other pathogens, some of 
which contribute to scabs on your potatoes. 
I prefer to compost “composted manure” for 
three years before using it.

Don’t plant this year’s potatoes in the 
same bed as last year’s potatoes. I rotate every 
year. Pests, fungi and moulds build up year 
over year. Give your spuds an escape route.

Do add an organic source of nitrogen, 
potassium and phosphorus. Potatoes are 
heavy feeders. 

This summer, I hope you can experi-
ence the joy of playing in the dirt while 
producing fresh vegetables or flowers. 

Readers of CC may be aware that my employment situation changed this 
past year and my family and I have been facing a period of uncertainty. In 
my March column I wrote that my wife and I were planning to take some 
time away to pray and discern our next steps. Since then there have been 
several new developments in our unfolding journey.

During the February reading break Carina and I drove up to a rustic cot-
tage north of Toronto. The cottage was nestled near a frozen lake covered 

in deep snow and ice. Although the temperatures were bitterly cold, we were grateful for a 
warm fireplace and some uninterrupted time to talk. We spent a few days talking, praying, 
snowshoeing and working through some self-directed Scripture readings. The only outside 
interruptions came from two closely spaced phone calls, curiously originating from a 712 
area code, which I dismissed, not recognizing the number.

During our time away, we came to the distinct conclusion that we should explore getting 
away for a year. We were not certain where this might lead. In fact, one of the options we 
discussed was pursuing a year working overseas. Immediately upon returning from our 
retreat, there was a message waiting from Dordt College – inviting us to explore spend-
ing a year there. Although Dordt is not exactly “overseas,” Carina and I immediately felt 
at peace about pursuing this opportunity. It turns out the area code for Dordt is 712; we 
were literally being called while we were away to discern our call.

Falling into place
Needless to say, my wife, 

daughter and I will be trav-
eling to Sioux Center, Iowa in 
July. I will take up a role as a 
visiting associate professor at 
Dordt for the 2015/2016 aca-
demic year, teaching courses in 
computer science, information 
systems and engineering. We 
have already experienced hints 
of hospitality from Iowa and 
I am looking forward to time 
away and for the opportunity 
to collaborate with the folks at 
Dordt College. Besides their 
impressive new science and 
technology facilities, Dordt 
has engineering and comput-
ing professors who share a 
keen interest in articulating a 
Christian perspective of tech-
nology. I look forward to a 
time of “iron sharpening iron.” 
In the meantime, Redeemer 
University College has asked 
me to return. We plan to return 
to Hamilton in June of 2016 at 
which time I will help launch a 
new program at Redeemer in 
Information Systems.

We may have been some-
what naive about the com-
plexities of moving to another country for a year, but we are thankful that many things have 
started to fall into place. My wife, a Christian school teacher in Burlington, was granted a 
leave of absence from her employer. We phoned a real estate agent about renting a place 
in Sioux Center who was initially quite skeptical about finding something in town. That 
very same day she discovered a lead on a rental house that was coming available the very 
month we're planning to arrive. We are grateful we could rent our own home to a group of 
seminary students, a subset of the population that I presume is quite trustworthy. Our oldest 
three children will all be enrolled at Redeemer in the fall, a place that is still dear to me.

Throughout this process I sensed a continued call to work in Christian higher education 
which brought us into contact with a number of different Christian colleges (Dordt being among 
them). Although we were not certain where we might be led, we are thankful to God for the 
opportunity to continue working in Christian higher education. We are also thankful for many 
encouraging words and notes we have received throughout the past few months. We have felt 
discombobulated at times, but also felt God’s leading through this recent process. Stay tuned – 
over the next year I hope to write some more about our adventures from the Iowa plains.
Derek Schuurman has been a professor of computer science at Redeemer University College for 

12 years. Next year he will be a visiting professor at Dordt College in Sioux Center, Iowa.

The number one 
outdoor activity

Destination Dordt

A painting by Carina Schuurman titled “Wait,” which was 
inspired by our winter get-away.

Meindert van der Galien has three gardens. 
They are the width of the disk or cultivator with 

the wings up. In the fall and spring he makes 
a pass or two with the disk. Soil is loamy, soft, 

loose and a foot deep and full of organic matter. 
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