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Janet Moyer Landscaping
Marfeli Luna, a fifth-grader at Marshall School, gets her hands dirty in
the garden at S.F. Public Library's Mission Branch.
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Children's garden takes root at S.F. library
Joe Eaton,Ron Sullivan
Sunday, December 20, 2009

As a rule, libraries don't mix with
muddy little hands. But that's
what's happening at the San
Francisco Public Library's
Mission Branch, where a
Teaching Garden opened this
fall. With the help of a designer
and a gardening instructor,
interim Children's Room
Manager Lia Hillman has turned
an unused patio into a unique
resource to teach sustainable
urban gardening.

Hillman, who's also trained as a
chef, was inspired by Mayor Gavin Newsom's directive
to assess city properties for food-growing possibilities.

"I was staring at the patio lining the back side of the
library," she recalled. She saw possibilities and
contacted Nicole Brisebois, youth program
coordinator with the nonprofit Garden for the

Environment, about starting classes for elementary-school kids. Brisebois jumped at the
chance. First, though, they needed a garden.

On a Sunday Street Day, when some of the city's streets are temporarily closed to
automobile traffic, Hillman dropped by landscape designer Janet Moyer's outdoor
display on Valencia Street and explained what she had in mind. "I could probably get the
lumber, the soil and the irrigation system," Moyer's partner Michael Hoffman told her. 
"Would that be enough?"

"My first concern was who was going to take care of the garden," Moyer said. "With this
kind of investment, we wanted to make sure it would be sustainable."

The solution: a satellite-controlled "smart drip" irrigation system, donated by Toro. It
was designed for agriculture, but Moyer has been using it for urban clients for four years. 
The weather stations that collect the data are on various federal buildings in the city.
"They send data to a company in Petaluma that interprets it, then sends a message by
pager. It gets adjusted every day."

Moyer designed and built a 35-foot raised vegetable bed, from natural redwood: "We
made it 15 inches tall so it can provide support for children to reach in, or double as
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seating. It's just 3 feet wide so the kids can reach in; they don't have to walk on it to 
maintain it."

"Our facilities department was super-cooperative," Hillman said. "We started planning 
the garden in August, and it was ready for our first class on Oct. 16." 

The Department of Public Works installed a tempered-glass panel to filter the un-scenic 
alley view. Hillman and Brisebois volunteered at Sunnyside Organics Seedlings in 
Richmond. "In exchange, the owner gave us as many plants - kale, chard, arugula, 
cilantro, beets, garlic - as we could fit in Nicole's pickup truck," Hillman said.

Classes are geared to second- and fifth-graders from nearby Marshall Elementary 
School, most from Spanish-speaking working-class families. The students are 
participants in an after-school tutoring program run by the local nonprofit Mission 
Graduates. "The kids are so excited about it," Hillman said. "Some of them normally 
don't ever get to put their hands in the dirt. The first class was right after a big storm and 
the ground was really wet. They literally bathed themselves in mud." 

Brisebois said the students "get excited about just the smells and the textures." The 
library provides reusable T-shirts and a hand washing station so those smells and 
textures don't accompany students inside.

"So far, we've done transplanting and planting," Brisebois said. Seedlings from 
Sunnyside went into the ground in October, along with garlic bulbs and fava beans. "For 
the second class, we top-dressed the soil with compost and mulched it with straw and 
hay from a Halloween pumpkin patch." She plans to make compost on-site with a "worm 
condo," a stack of bins separated by screens: "When the worms finish one bin, they move 
up."

December's lesson plan involved maintenance, harvesting and a tasty salad. "They had 
seconds and thirds, and one wanted a fourth bowl," Hillman said.

In January, Hillman will resume her regular job at the library's Potrero Branch, but 
Brisebois will work with the Mission staff at least through May. "We should have a really 
great summer garden with the amount of sunlight we get here," she said. "A couple of 
students from Garden for the Environment's compost trainer program have volunteered 
to teach bilingual teen and adult classes."

Other libraries embrace green landscaping, but Brisebois thinks the Mission Branch 
project is unique: "I haven't heard of a library that's doing something like this. The 
library gardens of my youth were never edible."

Resources

Janet Moyer Landscaping: www.jmoyerlandscaping.com

Garden for the Environment: www.gardenfortheenvironment.org

Joe Eaton and Ron Sullivan are naturalists and freelance garden writers in Berkeley. 
Check out their Web site at www.selbornesurveys.com or e-mail them at 
home@sfchronicle.com.
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