THE GENTLE RAIN
A MODEL OF COMMUNITY

BY SAMANTHA ALBERT

Eric and Marsha Eberhardt

Hidden away in communities around the globe are people who
quietly use their skills and their spheres of influence to effect
change. Eric Eberhardt is one of these people. He and his wife,
Marsha, own the Gentle Rain Health Food Store in Stratford,
Ontario. The Gentle Rain may appear to be just another store,
but it has many other identities and is the vehicle through
which Eric and others work to make a difference.

I have been a Gentle Rain customer since 1993 and I love
to shop there. As a place to connect, to access nourishing, local
food and to make purchasing choices that are in line with my
values, the Gentle Rain is one of my favourite shopping experi-
ences, hands down. I have always wanted to tell its story and
now I finally have the chance.

The Gentle Rain as Connector

I make sure I have time to spare when I enter the Gentle Rain
because it is inevitable that I will run into people I know or will
enter into conversation with one of the friendly and knowl-
edgeable staff. Customers are loyal and many go back to the
days when Eric ran a food co-op before taking over the Gentle
Rain in 1979. There is a buzz in the store that I do not see in
other stores. It is a place to find people and information. Do
you want to know who would be the best city councillor to
approach on a drinking water issue? Do you want to know the
best way to cook spaghetti squash? Do you want to find a local

apple grower? It is a good bet that one of the staff or an eaves-
dropping customer will be able to give you the information or
connect you with someone who has it. The GR (as the store is
affectionately known by its customers) is a place to see friends
and, with Eric’s encouragement, a place where many who work
on issues relating to the environment, social justice, and the arts
in the community connect and broadcast their events. As Eric
expresses, “Meals are part of our connection with people in our
lives — our family, our friends — so it’s always been rewarding to
me to see this extend into the purchasing of food.”

The Gentle Rain also connects customers with producers.
Hanging over the produce section is a large sign reading, “Sup-
porting Local Organic Agriculture since 1979.” Featured at eye
level above the fruits and vegetables are photos of the producers
who supply the Gentle Rain. If you ask the talented produce
manager, Mary Carrington, where a particular item came from,
she will likely provide a good story to go with the product.
When I recently consulted with her, she told me that the to-
mato I was holding had been grown by a local organic market
gardener who was inspired by her mother’s market garden in
Germany. She also told me that this gardener sells white as-
paragus (a German specialty) in the spring, and that she drives
a school bus. Instead of separating you from the producer, the
Gentle Rain works to bring producer and consumer together in
a meaningful way.
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The Gentle Rain as Business Incubator

What keeps producers — organic producers, in particular
— from getting their products to nearby consumers? For
farmers who are not growing large volumes and who are
not tapped into a large distribution system, local markets
are hard to penetrate. The Gentle Rain has been commit-
ted to carrying local produce since it opened. Eric, himself
an organic farmer, has always sold his own produce as well
as that of other local farmers. After hiring Mary as pro-
duce manager, the store began carrying imported organic
produce in addition to local fare. Although Eric had some
reservations about carrying imported produce, he discov-
ered that stocking the imported food actually enhanced
the sales of the local produce. People became accustomed
to meeting all of their shopping needs in one place year-
round and were primed to pick up the local food as it came
into season.

The Gentle Rain offers producers and processors a way to
test the market and enter it with variable quantities. “Small,
privately owned stores can fill a niche by searching out small
growers and small food processors that, because of their vol-
ume, won't ever meet the supply of the mass market,” states
Eric. There is an eager market among the GR customers for
local produce. Farmers with quality products are sure to be wel-
comed.

It is not only a matter of buying what the farmers have to
offer: Eric and Mary provide feedback on quality, appearance
and labelling. Eric’s entrepreneurial mind has a constant roll
of ideas of what farmers and processors might do to enhance
their businesses. The relationship between the Gentle Rain and
its suppliers is often rich with information and ideas — helping
the producers grow their businesses while helping the store to
expand its offerings.

A few years ago, a local berry grower approached the Gentle
Rain about selling berries at the store. Aware of Eric’s values
and those of his customers, the farmer reduced his spraying in
order to make the berries more appealing. Mary, in turn, sug-
gested that he provide packaged frozen fruit to the store during
the winter. The farmer did so, his berry sales have tripled with
the addition of a year-round market, and GR customers love
having local frozen fruit to buy in the off season.

The Gentle Rain as Educator

Many retailers undervalue the role they can play in educating
their customers. Conversely, some retailers manipulate this
role to increase the consumption of so-called “green” products.
There is a fine line between meeting the needs and wants of
customers and at the same time providing leadership. Eric uses
his role as a retailer in a positive way to educate consumers,

Local farmer Sue Franke and produce manager Mary Carrington.

giving them the opportunity to make ethical choices with their
purchases.

The Gentle Rain educates overtly through posted informa-
tion, allowing customers to make better-informed choices.
Throughout the store, “From Perth County” signs allow cus-
tomers to clearly identify local products. Space is provided in
the store to post stories about fair-trade coffee or chocolate.
Articles about environmental or health issues that would be
relevant to customers regularly appear on the walls and bul-
letin boards. After hearing Stephen Lewis talk about the AIDS
pandemic in Africa several years ago, Eric made a pledge to
the Stephen Lewis Foundation, choosing to have the profits
from some of the items in the store go directly to the Founda-
tion. This campaign was, of course, accompanied by informa-
tion and education for his customers. As a result, Eric and the
Gentle Rain customers have raised $27,000 for the Stephen
Lewis Foundation.

The Gentle Rain also provides a more subtle education for
customers through the products it chooses to carry — and not
to carry — and through the way in which the store operates.
Do you want that new organic yogurt that looks like it was
produced by a mom and pop family operation? Well, you won't
find it on the Gentle Rain’s shelves. If you ask Eric, he will let
you know that the company is actually owned by a multina-
tional trying to edge out the local producers.

The Gentle Rain’s actions as an educator are clearly dem-
onstrated by a recent decision to start charging customers for
plastic and paper bags. After many years of trying positive in-
centives, Eric realized that the only way to truly reduce plastic
bag use was to charge ten cents per bag. The result has been a
drop in the use of plastic and paper shopping bags from 5000
to 750 per month, with very few complaints. Most custom-
ers realize the importance of taking responsibility for their own
bag use, even if they are not entirely happy about paying the
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