

Almuth Koby #1154 (2010)


Narrator: Almuth Koby
Interviewer: Emma Schroeder

Date: February 25, 2010

Location: Madison, Wisconsin

Oral History #: 1154
Subject: Eagle Heights

Transcriptionist: Emma Schroeder

Auditor: 

ES: [started by telling people about my project, history, what it has been as a place, organization, relationship with the university, memories of what make the garden what it is or was]

AK: Well, that was a very nice peaceful place.  To me it was a learning experience, I had never had a garden before but I liked the idea of it.  And I was surrounded by other people who knew more than I did who could mentor me in the early years and I could mentor some of the other ones in later years and it was safe for the kids to be playing too, out in the garden.  I think I really [something] visiting other apartments you don’t get that otherwise, and being out and about and safe play place.  

How long, when did you move to eagle heights, how did you find out about the plots.

AK: I think I found out about it in the newsletter, I forget what it was called, eagle heights newsletter.  And I moved in, we moved in in the summer of 85, and I’m not sure when we found out, but then in 86 we became gardeners. 

And then how long did you have a plot?

AK: I think we stopped in the year we actually left in late summer, in 91.  And I was president of the garden committee for at least one season, I couldn’t tell you the year.

What was it like to be head of the committee?  What did you have to do, why did you decide to join the committee?

AK: Well, I started because community gardens can only run if people volunteer for it, and the one guy who really helped me out the first year, he was really active on the committee.  And I guess through him probably I became involved in that.  And also I’m the garden, my husband [something], you know he was the student, I was the gardener, and I became active in the community.  I was probably on the committee for several years though I do not remember the details. But when he left, I think it was when I became the president for maybe a year or two. But I think, I remember I was on the committee and president in 88 the year my son was born and my garden was probably was one of the worst overgrown gardens around, and it was just embarrassing.  But I couldn’t keep up with it.

Do you remember what you did as head of the committee?

AK: I don’t think it was hard.  I remember we always had articles in the newsletter during the season, or maybe before the season started.  And we had to, well we had to, what we had to do as a committee we had to allocate the plots depending on how many plots people wanted, and we tried to give people the same plot back that they’d had the year before, the reservations for the water, whether it was building the water system or whether something with the water too, and then we had to organize, I didn’t do it myself, but we had to organize with the city or was it somebody dumped a huge amount of leaves there to use as mulch.  And we talked about what kind of wheel barrow or garden wagons to have there for people to use to move that mulch to the garden plots.  And, I think the biggest issue really each year was people who had signed up for the garden, who had already paid for the garden plots, but also had those to set up or tear down at the end of the season.  And our problem was to clean up at the end of the season, people didn’t show up.  And there was a huge discussion, how to make them do the work they are committed to. And there was a lot of back and forth of how it should be and there was heated debate [4:40].

So what ways did you try to get people to fulfill their duties?

AK: Well one idea, I don’t know if it was implemented or simply floated around, was to have them pay a deposit and then get it back at the end of the season if they had done their chores. We may have done that for a while, but I’m not certain.  I do know it was my idea, and I know it was vehemently opposed at first, to be too militant about it.  Now you can see what [something].  And I don’t think it ever truly worked 100%, but I think we altered enough volunteers to make it a reasonable job to do. Oh, we also organized with the, I think towards the end of the season, a nice bonfire.  Where we had to tell the fire department in the morning, and I forget now what we burned, no I can’t say what we burned, but we always invited [something] potatoes and carrots around the fire and that sort of thing.  I can’t remember that I was there, but I don’t remember that actively.  It was a nice community kind of thing to do.

Did you feel that there was a strong community at the gardens?  Did you interact? 

AK: Well, like I said, in the first season I didn’t know much about gardening.  I just put the seeds in and then when I did, oops, all the weeds, now which ones are weeds and which are the things you are trying to grow.  And that’s where I got some mentoring from the gardening neighbor.  And he showed me, these are the carrots, and these are the radishes, or whatever I had planted, and so I was able to pull out the weeds and let the actual plants grow [6:36]. And then he taught me how to plant it in rows and what to use to keep track of things.  I was really wet behind the ears.  And he really helped me out the first year. So the second year I knew much more, probably because I was on the committee maybe, I felt much more confident the second year.  Add then when I saw other people struggling I just gave them a few tips too.  So it’s interesting, for me the really interesting thing was to see vegetables I had never seen anywhere, Chinese, Asian, whatever, other American things which people are growing. You know, I’d ask them what that thing was that they are growing, and I got some questions about my vegetables too.  And that was very rewarding, to sort of learn more about other cultures through the food part.

Yeah, what kinds of questions did you get?

AK: I think kohlrabi was one of the ones that no one knew about.  Somebody asked me well why do you plant potatoes their so cheap to buy in the market, and I said well, I wanted to try it out. Those kind of things too.  We tried out the sweet potatoes which was a real new thing for me, and that was somewhat exciting because it really worked well that year, but the year before it didn’t.

I would love to grow sweet potatoes. Discussions about organics or not, rules about what could people do in their plots? Techniques people could use?

AK: I think we reserved the more uphill part for the organic gardeners the more downhill part for people who wanted to do conventional gardening.  You’re right, there was some kind of rule, and I think it was pretty well observed, I think I remember. But I think there were more organic gardeners than we had rows for, so I’m not sure what was done about that. You know, I think there was a movement for getting away from chemicals by a good amount of gardeners there. Yeah, in fact, I find it amazing in the 80s early 90s. Pretty advanced.

Yeah, it would be advanced.  Problems, weed rules? How did people react to weeding, enforced?

AK: Yeah, you know I think we always had somebody hired to be the mower between the garden plots, which really worked reasonably well though sometimes it wasn’t done properly.  And then when it comes to the plots themselves there was something about they could not be taller than a certain amount of feet and then they got a yellow flag posted on your post with the number on it. Then when it was a red one then you got mowed or something like that, I think it was something like that.

Did you have to enforce that as part of the committee?

AK: Yeah, every once in a while a garden plot was actually mowed, but I don’t know, it was done by the person whose job was mowing anyways.  I know it was discussed in the committee meetings too but I don’t think it happened all that frequently because you didn’t really want to discourage gardeners, you wanted to rather encourage them to get going again on the plot and get it working again, and you didn’t want to destroy what they had started you wanted them, you know, pushed a little harder to work a bit, to actually reap the harvest.

Did you have, what interactions did you have with the university over land or how the gardens were run?

AK: I don’t remember any interaction.  I mean the land was, I think, there was some kind of low rent kind of agreement between, well the university owned the land but I’m not quite sure, but I wouldn’t know, a lot of this was in place before we got there, and there wasn’t a lot, I think we had to once and a while they, let’s see, I recall that the chief of the eagle heights management sat in on our committee but that may have been another committee altogether. It was pretty self contained, although there must have been some interaction at some level because of the leaf piles and such, the water.  I mean we paid obviously for the water use and those kinds of things, I don’t know. I didn’t have interaction myself so I wouldn’t remember that.

I’m curious because it seems to have flown under the radar for so long.

AK: I have no idea when it was started but I was so happy to find it in existence when we first came, moved there.

Were there people besides students?

AK: I think it was only open for the eagle heights students.  And I think plots were always filled, I don’t think we had openings to get more people started.  I think we also had a limit on how many plots you could have because you could only have more if there was extra available [13:09]

How many plots did you have?

AK: I don’t remember.  I think I had more than one, but in-between, I couldn’t say if I had two, I don’t think I had more than that, maybe I had three, but I doubt it.

It’s a lot of work.

AK: [I’ve been in other community gardens since, it’s hard for me to remember the details of gardens.]

Why did you decide to garden in other gardens.

AK: Because I like the idea of self-sufficiency, I like also to know where the food comes from, especially for the children  I think it’s important for them to see the cycle you know of planting, working of it, and ultimately the harvesting of it, it doesn’t just show up on the table from the grocery store or farmers market or whatever, it’s actually work involved.  I think it gives a much higher value, you don’t just toss things freely and pay a few dollars, but it’s actually hard work to grow this stuff.  And I like the idea of knowing, you know what went into it, pesticide and stuff.  And you know we were quiet poor at that point, being a student family, and for me it was also a way to get some fresh fruit, food, without having to pay a huge amount of money.  I think it was a big impetus to get some inexpensive fresh food that way.

Did you do canning or freezing?  How did you deal with surpluses?

AK: We froze the extra, but I also learned to use more seasonally, because if it was there you cook more with it.  So I learned to cook a lot more stir fries, the best thing was a little bit of everything, those kind of things.  I mean we ate seasonally, and then a freezer pretty full actually by the end of the season with our produce too and then last use through the winter too. We did a lot of basic vegetables then too like carrots and such things, they taste so much better when you grow them yourself too, that was a big surprise to us, how the taste , the freshness of the carrots in particular, taking a bite of farmers market carrot  or what you buy in the store. That was a big surprise to us.

Nothing like it. Did you also participate in the gleaning from other plots, did you feel that a lot of plots were abandoned.

AK: I don’t know any more.  There must have been abandoned plots, I mean I moved, I think in August we moved out, but that year I had planted only early season vegetables but I imagine there might have been some left overs.  There might have been some gleaning going on but I don’t know, I can’t imagine =anything was wasted considering everyone was students. I would imagine there was something, but I don’t remember any more, there must have been something in place to use what had been not used by the gardener themselves.  I know the committee decided who was in charge of which aspect of the running of the gardens.  I don’t think I was involved in the clean up itself, I think I was more involved in the building, distributing of the plots and such, I know I did that for a season or two.  Also we tried to make them all for students with families, they weren’t supposed to be for students all to themselves.

Those that need it.  Did people demand certain things of their plot, was it hard to distribute the plots?

AK:  Well I think they reassigned the same plots to those who are repeat gardeners, that was easy, and then I think the only other thing, people would always say [people would something] and first come first serve I think went into that too.  I remember looking through a stack of all the papers.  I loved to play with that actually, seeing if someone wanted more than one plot how it would fit in with those that already existing, it was actually fun, I enjoyed it, I remember that, it was not a syoer fun job but I enjoyed it too [18:31]  Then we made some kind of poster and we hung it in the, on the bulletin board out in the garden, and we went up and put the plotswith the names, forget which order, so we could look up who our neighbors were too, and figure out whose plots looked especially nice.  

A little competitive.

AK: I don’t know how many people really used it that way, I think it was more kind of like to meet who was across from you, whose next to me, those sort of things, who was it that plant all those tall things that put a shade on my plot.  No, for me,  it was not so much competitive but rather kind of amazed at what people could do.  Some people were amazing with the gardening skills.

And the diversity too a lot of other gardeners.

AK: I could imagine that there were also some people who came from the farms in Wisconsin or those who were studying whatever kind of special techniques to must have been in there too although I would have been oblivious to it. I know they  knew much more of the gardening than I did and unless they practiced something very intentionally which I just didn’t know [20:07].

Wide variety.

AK: So what I really enjoyed was my kids, the little ones I carried on my back or front or something, it was exhausting but it worked.  And my tottler would pull everything out.  But as soon as they became two years old or so they became interested in how you know which ones you leave in there, which are the ones you pull out as weeds, you know a real nice way of communicating with children to let them grow up knowing more than I had as a child, it was just a beautiful thing for me.

Did you see other women with heir children?

AK: Oh there was sometimes some kids but I don’t remember it as a big playground either.  I think they just came whenever they had a chance or when their husbands come in the evening, they were often the students, especially the international ones were often the students, they were often the gardeners it seems to be too.  I loved [something] to go before dinner time to harvest my vegetables for the dinner, it was a small chunk of time to specifically harvest something [..].

So nice when it is getting cool and nice outside. Did you use the lands around the gardens at all?

AK: No, my kids, when they were a little bit older I let them play at the edge of the woods there. But no we didn’t use it for anything recreational otherwise.  [something up the hill, there was one property closer to the lake, old settlement somewhere there, but didn’t know what had come before, don’t know the history, a glimpse of how it had all developed at some point]

Anything you thought I would ask that I didn’t ask you?

No, I didn’t think so.

Any final memories.

AK: You know, what I also really enjoyed [something] we had some other birds up in the gardens, the ones with broken wings that nest nearby, so you would go after her.  We had some ground nesting birds too that always kind of, what do we do with them?  And some birds of prey.  I felt as if I was in the middle of old, untouched nature, it felt so rural to me being a big city girl myself [24:21]. It was a peaceful place for me, I really enjoyed gardening there.  [And it was fun just to get, I really enjoyed going there and doing that whole 24:39].

So you continued gardening, where else and why?

AK: Well, not the following year but the year after we were in [somewhere] student/faculty housing area.  Being involved on a different level.  [When we settled here, Kent, I got involved in a community garden.  Main reason because my yard around the house now has too much shade. So I still do it because I love growing my own vegetables. I want to make it work.  I grow around the house vegetables that need more immediate care, in the plot the things les needy of my time.  And I still enjoy it, if I had a plot large enough I would not do a community plot anymore.  I still see their footprint in the garden the touch if you will, learn something new 27:07, not my main hobby but do enjoy it. And the self-sufficiency.  I like to play in the dirt and see something coming up as a result of my care.  You know some seasons are horrible, and regardless I don’t mind it too much because it shows we work in tandem with nature, we are not superior. And I really like the humbling affect of gardening too.  [something] and I like that like that nature sometimes puts us in our place again.  And sometimes its very generous at the same time.  And that’s something I have discovered too, each season is different.  Each season is good for certain vegetables and not others. But always something, if not 100 percent, something really comes up well and I really appreciate that.  

My mom says that too, there’s always one thing that succeeds.

AK: And then often what we think, there is always something, then you have special, you know, whatever it is.

[can I use your real name, yes that is fine. You’ve said some beautiful things, so I would like to.  I’d love to share with you what I end up with, send you a pdf.  Email address almuthmom@yahoo.com. It will be fun  to hear what you do with it.  A masters thesis.  Good luck, garden still flourishing.

1

