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Kitchen Gardeners
International
(kitchengardeners.org)  Ð A
nonprofit network of organic
kitchen gardeners around the
world. Its Web site is loaded
with information about
vegetable varieties and their
cultivation.

Eat the View
(eattheview.org)  Ð A project
of Kitchen Gardeners
International, this organization
promotes edible gardens in
highly visible places.

One Garden at a Time
(sandiegoroots.org/
one_garden.html)  Ð A local
groups of food organizations
promoting organic gardening.

San Diego Food Not Lawns
(sdfoodnotlawns.com)  Ð a
local grass-roots group that
encourages San Diegans to
grow their own food.

Linda Chisari, landscape
designer  Ð LindaChisari.com
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Homegrown harvest

Three local kitchen gardens show that you can do it, too

By Nan Sterman
August 3, 2008

When the going gets tough, the tough get growing. We've seen it before Ð
during World War II and the Great Depression, in the energy crisis of the
1970s, and now, in one of the leanest times many of us have ever known.

This summer will be remembered as the time kitchen gardens Òcame
back.Ó Those of us in the gardening community had watched them fade
for a long time and were resigned that another tradition would no longer
be passed from generation to generation. But the recent and sudden rise
in oil prices has pushed up the cost of food dramatically, while sending
the economy into a downward spiral that has cost thousands their jobs.

Combine these worrisome
changes with renewed concerns
about the quality of food and a
genuine interest in food sources
and suddenly, there is a renewed
appeal to Ògrowing your own.Ó It
has boosted demand at seed
purveyors as well as the
nurseries that sell vegetable
seedlings.

It has given new life to grass-
roots movements such as
Kitchen Gardens International,
a seven-year-old organization
that promotes growing food at
home. Kitchen Gardeners
International made headlines
earlier this year when its
founder, Roger Doiron,
proposed planting edible
gardens in prominent locations,
most notably, to replace the
White House lawn.

Closer to home, San Diego
County is now home to two
chapters of Food Not Lawns, a
grass-roots organization with a
goal of Òcultivating an edible
future.Ó The new North County
chapter recently held a tour of
vegetable gardens where the
multigenerational participants
bicycled from one garden to the
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Ð NAN STERMAN

JOHN GASTALDO / Union-Tribune
Linda Chisari's kitchen garden at her
Del Mar Home was inspired by time
she and her husband spent in France.
It features raised garden beds and
gravel paths.

JOHN GASTALDO / Union-
Tribune

next.

Last month, the organizational
meeting of One Garden at a
Time, an offshoot of San Diego
Roots Sustainable Food Project,
was held. One Garden's goal is
Òto educated and help gardeners
throughout San Diego develop
their own organic vegetable, fruit and herb gardens ... also to provide a
network of experts to assist wherever needed.Ó

But what about individual gardeners? What are kitchen gardens and what
do they look like?

Kitchen gardens are as diverse as their owners Ð in size, style, the effort
that goes into them and the produce that comes out. Here are three
examples, one traditional, one the work of two generations and one tiny
and completely different.

A taste of France

Long before Del Mar
resident Linda Chisari
became a garden designer,
she was a kitchen
gardener. As a child, she
gardened with her
grandfather in New Jersey.
As an adult, Linda and her
husband Frank, who is a
scientist, lived for a while
in France where they
gained a love and
appreciation for the terroir
Ð the soil Ð and the food
that comes from it. ÒIn
France,Ó she says, Òthey
treasure soil like we
treasure jewels.Ó

The Chisaris also grew to share the French way of valuing food. ÒFrench
people taste everything, they don't stuff their mouths,Ó she continues.
ÒThey are fussy about the quality of their food, which is why they dedicate
space to growing food before ornamentals in their gardens.Ó

Like the French, the Chisaris put a high priority on a home with a garden
where they could grow food. When the couple was searching for a new
home in the early 1970s, Linda saw an ad for a Del Mar house described
as Òperfect for a pool.Ó ÒTo me,Ó she says, Òthat meant it was sunnyÓ Ð
which meant it was perfect for a vegetable garden.

Unfortunately, the house on a
corner lot was surrounded by
asphalt. There was no bare dirt for a
vegetable garden. The idea of taking
up all the asphalt and amending the
soil beneath was more than the
couple could fathom. Instead, they
set about breaking the asphalt in
chunks over time, and replacing it
with 4-by-8-feet raised garden beds
that Frank built of redwood. They
covered the remaining asphalt in
gravel.

Today, more than 30 years later, the
asphalt is just about gone and they
have eight neatly organized garden
beds that float in a sea of raked
gravel. It is very much in the style of
French country gardens.

Linda starts most of her vegetables
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Like the French gardeners she
admires, Linda Chisari values
good soil. Here she turns a
compost pile that eventually
will benefit her vegetable
beds.

SCOTT LINNETT / Union-Tribune
A bean tepee is the centerpiece of the

 

from seed sown directly into her
garden beds, which are covered in
bird netting to discourage hungry
four-legged and winged visitors. The netting also discourages Happy,
their retriever, who thinks chicken manure fertilizer is dog candy.

A hose bib in each bed allows Linda to customize irrigation for each crop.
Some beds are watered with micro emitters of a drip irrigation system but
Linda's favorite system is green soaker hose. She composts all of her
garden waste and puts it back into her garden beds, just as she learned to
do in France.

The Chisaris' 23-by-40-foot kitchen garden produces fresh fruits, herbs,
flowers and vegetables in all four seasons. Spring and summer are tomato
season accompanied by zucchini, pumpkin, crookneck squash, cucumbers
and small melons.

In winter, the garden features
broccoli and a mosaic of greens,
especially mache and arugula. ÒI
love all kinds of lettuces,Ó Linda
says, Òand beets, sugar snap and
English peas, onions, garlic. ... I
always grow fennel because Frank is
Italian and we like fennel. I use it as
a celery substitute in soup stock.Ó

A 50-foot-long border of fruiting
trees and vines includes an espalier
of Beverly Hills apples that ripen in
late May and Black Mission figs that
are a late summer crop.

Herbs are a mainstay, especially
parsley, basil and cilantro. ÒI always
have rosemary, sage and thyme,Ó
Linda says, adding that these edible
herbs double as landscape plants, ÒI
use thyme to edge the beds and
between stepping stones. I use
'Tuscan Blue' rosemary as a
foundation plant and my sage grows
in the bed with roses.Ó

Linda cooks based on what is ripe. ÒI
go out to see what is ready in the
garden and then decide what to
make for dinner,Ó she says, Òinstead
of deciding what to make and then going to the store to get it.Ó

Across generations

Anne Wolfe smiles broadly as she watches daughter Amanda and
Amanda's husband Youssef Boulaalam work in the family's kitchen
garden. On this day, Youssef picks plums while Amanda checks the fava
beans for ripe pods. The family bemoans the loss of newly planted
seedlings to wild bunnies that got into the garden.

Anne's husband Denny
joins the conversation as
Amanda lets the chickens
and turkey out to scratch
for bugs and garden
scraps.

Two generations share this
garden. Tall and red-
haired, 20-something
Amanda recently returned
from two years in Morocco
with the Peace Corps.
While there, she met and
married dark-haired, ever-
smiling Youssef, a young



A bean tepee is the centerpiece of the
garden cultivated by (from left) Anne
Wolfe, Amanda Wolfe, Denny Wolfe
and Amanda's husband Youssef
Boulaalam.

SCOTT LINNETT / Union-
Tribune

SCOTT LINNETT / Union-
Tribune

SCOTT LINNETT / Union-Tribune
The Wolfe family's garden is free-form
and filled with vegetables, fruits and
herbs.

agricultural mechanic. The
handsome couple lives in a
small apartment in the
family compound, not far
from the beach in
Encinitas. Theirs is a neighborhood that was mostly greenhouses and
tomato fields 30 years ago when Denny, now a retired firefighter, and
Anne, now a retired teacher, purchased the property. Their first vegetable
garden went in right away.

Anne and Denny dedicated an 80-by-30-foot section of their lot for
herbs, fruits and vegetables. Over the years, Denny hauled in chicken
manure, horse bedding, rice hulls Ð whatever organic matter he could
find Ð along with the garden clippings he'd chip and compost. Today, the
native clay is covered in 18 inches of rich, dark topsoil.

Amanda and her three siblings grew
up in the garden. When the children
were small, Anne planted a bean
tepee each spring and set the
children in its shade while she
weeded and harvested. She didn't
realize how much the tepees meant
to her brood until the year she didn't
plant one. ÒOne by one, they each
came out to the garden and asked
'Where's the tepee?' Ó she recalls.

As they got older, the Wolfe children
spent more time in the garden. ÒAs a
kid, I'd play with the chickens,Ó
Amanda says. ÒAnd there was
always something in the garden to
pick and eat.Ó For Mother's Day one
year, Amanda's brothers built Anne
an arbor at the entrance to the
vegetable garden and planted it in
roses, one in memory of Anne's
young niece who passed away nearly
24 years ago. Recently, Anne added
roses in honor of two family
weddings.

Through that arbor, the Wolfe's kitchen garden is totally free-form. There
are no permanent beds, no set pathways. Instead, the family negotiates
where each crop goes each year. This year, the bean teepee is its
centerpiece. Loosely organized rectangles of broccoli, cucumbers,
tomatoes (everyone's favorite) and corn fill in the surrounding area.

Long vines of spaghetti squash weave in and out of the beds, their oval
fruit slowly turning from green to pale yellow in midsummer. Rhubarb
grows in a big tractor tire on one side of the garden. Mini-pumpkins spill
over a rock wall. Plums ripen on a tree near the chicken coop, while a
grapevine climbs an arbor.

New this year are fava
beans that Youssef and
Amanda planted to make a
Moroccan soup called
bessara. And Youssef's
eyes light up when he talks
about the pumpkins he is
growing to cook with
couscous.

The garden provides the
two couples with nearly all
of their summer
vegetables. ÒWhen I go to
the store,Ó Amanda says, ÒI
shop for dairy products
and grains. The rest comes
from the garden.Ó



ANGELA J. CESERE / Union-Tribune
A single raised bed outside Linda
Lundberg's Cardiff town home holds
eggplant, cucumbers, peppers and
herbs. Backyard Organics maintains
the garden.

ANGELA J. CESERE
/ Union-Tribune

Each member of the family has a role in the garden. Anne usually plants
the flowers, what she calls Òsoul food.Ó Her favorites are sunflowers,
marigolds, zinnias and bearded iris. Amanda does the compost Ð Òthat's
my favorite,Ó she says Ð and cleans the chicken coop.

Youssef does the watering by hand and Denny takes the lead in the
construction projects. In fall, he'll expand a greenhouse he built years ago
to make it large enough for containers of winter tomatoes. ÒI have a hard
time paying $4 for a pound of tomatoes,Ó he says.

Both generations clearly favor homegrown over store-bought, not just for
flavor but also as a way of life. Amanda and Youssef hope to have a farm
and orchard one day, and to pass on their love of gardening to their
children.

In the meantime, Amanda offers this advice for those thinking about
starting a vegetable garden. ÒGet together with other local gardeners,Ó she
says. ÒFind your gardening community . . . Gardeners love to share their
trade secrets about their gardens.Ó

Size doesn't matter

How much room does a
kitchen garden require?

Not much, according to
Cardiff resident Linda
Lundberg who, with her
13-year-old son, shares a
town house located a
stone's throw from San
Elijo Lagoon. Her kitchen
garden is a single, 4-by-
12-foot raised bed in a
sunny spot outside her
front door. Technically, the
space is to be planted in
ornamentals, but after
some negotiation,
Lundberg's HOA accepted
her kitchen garden as long
as she painted the raised beds to match the house trim.

About three years ago, at a green business fair at Quail Botanical Gardens
in Encinitas, Lundberg met Daniela Garza, co-owner of Backyard
Organics, a Solana Beach company that designs, installs and maintains
custom organic vegetable gardens.

ÒFor a long time, I wanted to have an
organic vegetable garden,Ó Lundberg says.
ÒI like the idea of eating what is in season
and growing my own seemed the best way
to do it.Ó But, she says, she didn't have time
to garden.

Garza and her business partner visited
Lundberg to assess her space. The one spot
with enough sunlight for veggies also was
the right size for their smallest raised bed.

It may not be huge, but Lundberg says, ÒIt
is amazing to see the amount of food you
can get from such a small space.Ó In July,
she was harvesting cucumbers, tomatoes,
green beans, eggplant and the hot
habanero and jalape–o peppers her son
adds to guacamole.

Lundberg loves that her little garden has helped her son understand
where food comes from. According to Garza, Lundberg is not alone.
ÒPeople don't want their children to get lost in the commercial aspect of
food,Ó she says. ÒThey want their children to know where their food comes
from. Even more, people want us to create a garden to enjoy and share
with their children.Ó 
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Typically, Backyard
Organics gardens have
three or four raised beds,
each 4-by-12 feet, filled
with a special planting
mix and outfitted in drip
irrigation. Some
homeowners take it from
there, planting and
caring for their garden.
But many people hire
Garza's company to do it
all Ð plant, weed, fertilize
and even harvest. ÒWe
allow people to have a
garden when their
lifestyles may not
otherwise allow them to,Ó she explains.

Though Lundberg's garden is Backyard Organics' smallest to date, it is
one of their best, according to Garza: ÒLinda has a natural appreciation
for what is going on in her garden and she shares that love and joy with
her son. She constantly interacts with her garden so it provides her with a
lot of produce. It is a synergistic relationship.Ó

Lundberg agrees, adding, ÒI see this as my little victory garden.Ó

 Nan Sterman  is a horticulturist and freelance garden writer.
She is the author of ÒCalifornia Gardener's Guide, Vol. II.Ó 
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