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Cultivating Community in Santa Rosa

Getting to Market in Sunol

Keeping it in the Family in Rio Vista

Late afternoon sunlight was brilliant on the leaves
of corn, tomato, and tomatillo plants. Sunflowers planted by
schoolchildren were growing in a tight spiral. Squash and beans
were wrapping eager tendrils around teepees of bamboo.
But the Mexican national soccer team was playing Peru that
day, so only a few gardeners were weeding and watering their
garden beds at Bayer Farm in Roseland, a working-class Latino
section of Santa Rosa. Yet on most afternoons, 20 or 30 people
come to this organic farm and community garden surrounded
by apartment buildings and small, closely built houses. Founded

example, this is called the ‘Garden of Giants,’” he says, gesturing
to the sunflower patch. “Second graders saved the seeds last year
and started them in the greenhouse.”
Even on a quiet afternoon, Bayer Farm is a meeting place.
A gate has been cut in the fence of the apartment building next
door; a small boy comes through it to play, and later a man steps in
carrying a wire cage holding four chickens. He releases the birds
into a coop built along the fence.
“This place is very pretty; it brings life,” says Javier Pichardo,
who first came here when he brought his daughter to a bilingual
story-time for children. He’s now an active volunteer and has a
garden plot. “You get to be in contact with nature, see your neighbors, relax the body.”
Besides providing healthy food, creating common space is
a main goal of Bayer Farm. “It’s really important for our community to have a place to come together in general, because we
don’t have public spaces,” says Ridley. Several of the gardeners
echoed this sentiment. “If we didn’t have this plot we’d just watch
TV,” says Reyna Arreola as she headed home with a big bunch of
radishes.
Ernesto Lomeli, a quiet, mustachioed man, also comes to the
garden for company. “Otherwise life is boring, because I don’t
smoke and I don’t drink,” he laughs. But then he turns somber:
His wife, fighting cancer, has gone back to Mexico with their chil-
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four years ago, the farm transformed part of a six-acre
vacant lot into a community hub in an area badly lacking
in public green spaces. The nearby main street is lined
with strip malls where the Dollar Store and Mendoza’s
Super Mercado alternate with empty storefronts.
“It is a very low-income neighborhood,” says Magda
lena Ridley, who lives a block away and runs the farm for
the local nonprofit LandPaths. “We have a lot of health
problems like obesity and diabetes. Organic food is
expensive, plus a lot of people don’t drive. So the ability
to grow their own food here is something our gardeners
really treasure.”
There are 36 private plots tended by individuals and families;
more people are on the waiting list. And there’s a public garden
where anyone can volunteer and go home with fresh vegetables.
But the farm offers more than a place to grow things. Each summer, about 70 children come for a free lunch program; the rest of
the year the farm is an outdoor classroom where kids learn about
food, nature, and science.
“We have students come from local schools to work in this
area,” explains Jonathan Bravo, who oversees the gardens. “For

dren, and he lost his right pinkie in a mill accident. Other gardeners helped him plant this year’s corn and tomatoes.
Today, Bayer Farm is set to expand, using a $5 million grant
from a state fund established to support parks in underserved
areas. Soon the rest of the six-acre lot surrounding the gardens
will become a community park, planned in large part by people
in the neighborhood.
“People are excited,” Ridley says. “They really want this park
to be a model of sustainability and respect for earth.”

On a typical early summer day at the Sunol Water Tem-

organization, and private businesses. Hempel’s Baia Nicchia
is the largest of the four farms on the property. Others include
ple AgPark, Fred Hempel is multitaskin g. After advising two of
his workers who are having trouble filling a restaurant order for
Terra Bella, which grows produce for its community-supported
edible radish pods, the wiry farmer fields phone calls as he walks
agriculture business; Iu-Mien Village Farms, a collective of Laobetween hunched rows of tomato plants, inspecting his most
tian immigrants whose organic strawberries are sold at places
prized crop.
“Even with the cool weather the last couple of days these
things are growing like crazy,” he said. “We really need to
get them trellised up. Is that a ripening tomato over there?
That’s amazing!”
He pulls out a pocketknife and the tomato – a muddy
greenish-red – is sliced, tasted, and dismissed as too watery.
To an untrained palate, the barely-ripe fruit is better than
any at the grocery store. But Hempel is a biotech research
scientist turned tomato breeder turned farmer, and his
preferences are exacting. He says they need to be.
“The tomatoes make the most money by far,” he says.
“The first thing we think about every day is, ‘how are the
tomatoes doing.’”
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success as a small commercial organic farmer, says Hempel.
like Monterey Market in Berkeley; and Fico, a small heirloom
In addition to the heirloom tomatoes, his 10-acre farm east of
Fremont also grows unusual varieties of squash, peppers, exotic
fig enterprise.
herbs, and edible flowers.
The Ag Park is the brainchild of the nonprofit organization
“We do a lot of testing of crops from other places,” he says,
SAGE, or Sustainable Agriculture Education. The goal of the projexplaining that finding seeds that thrive in this particular place
ect is to support community-benefit farming, natural resource
can be a time-consuming process. But the effort has been worth it,
stewardship, and public education. SAGE leases the land from
letting him build up a business working with high-end wholesalthe San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC), then
ers, plus direct relationships with Bay Area restaurants that ask
subleases parcels to farmers who receive infrastructure, commuhim to grow varieties they can’t get anywhere else. “The chef at
nity, and support in exchange for participating in public educaOlivetto was in Italy a few months ago, and he brought back some
tion programs that SAGE organizes on the farm.
stuff for us to grow,” Hempel says, pointing out some red-stalked
“It would’ve been really hard to do what we’re doing in any
other place,” says Hempel, who started Baia Nicchia with his
corn seedlings in his greenhouse as an example.
partner Jill Shepherd in 2006. “[SAGE] provided mentoring –
Diversity and creativity are hallmarks of the 18-acre AgPark in
how to put in irrigation, when to weed, what kind of tractor to
general. Though it looks like any other small farm – a patchwork
buy. And if you’re selling things in the Bay Area, you can’t beat
of neatly tilled rows ribboned with dirt roads – this is in fact an
innovative collaboration between a public agency, a nonprofit
the location here.”
All that was part of the plan, says
Roger Kubalek of SAGE. Today,
the group is developing a new curriculum and working with SFPUC
on plans for a visitor center. “Now
that the farming and the stewardship aspects of the program are on
their way, we’ve started to focus in
on education,” says Kubalek. “It’s a
great place to learn. Many of the students have never visited a real workCaption copy will go here. Caption copy will be placed here and refer to the photo or photos nearby. Caption copy
ing farm.”
will go here. Caption copy will be placed here and refer to the photo or photos nearby. Caption copy will go here.

Aged fenceposts lean comfortably toward the golden

field of wheat beside the McCormack Ranch’s dirt driveway. The
road passes barns, grain silos, and an old farmhouse that Jeanne
McCormack’s grandfather lived in over a century ago. Then it
winds past a handful of walnut trees and another aged barn, and
along the banks of the Sacramento River.
And on both sides, the wheat fields stand in various stages of a
three-year rotation: plowed, planted, and fallow.
But the 3,700-acre ranch on the outskirts of Rio Vista grows
more than just wheat. Jeanne and her husband, Al Medvitz,
believe in variety. In the rolling Montezuma Hills of rural Solano
County, they also farm alfalfa and have a new 50-acre vineyard
overlooking the river. And they raise pasture-fed sheep and Boer
goats; in the early 1990s they were the first ranch to provide lamb
to Niman Ranch.
“The more diversity we have, the more security we have,” says

the couple developed a vibrant business combining her family’s
farming traditions with their own commitment to land stewardship. “We are carrying on completely in spirit and partially in
letter the way the ranch has been operated for 120 years,” says
McCormack.
Though her father would have scoffed at the term “sustainable,” that’s really how he operated, she adds. He rotated his pastures through a three-year cycle, alternating grazing and wheat
cultivation, which protected the soils and kept down the weeds.
He believed in bringing as little into the farm from outside as he
could, so he didn’t use chemical fertilizers or much purchased
feed.
And that’s the way that McCormack and Medvitz operate
today. “One of the things we brought with us was a very strong
commitment to the ranch as an important piece of the environment, and we had been given custody of the place,” Medvitz says.
“At the time, the idea of sustainability was just coming out. By coincidence we kind of met the market.”
In their early years on the ranch, prices were low.
One year McCormack took her mother’s Christmas
card list and mailed everyone an invitation to buy
boxed lamb. They sold 50 that year, and eventually a
cousin introduced them to Bill Niman, who began
selling their lamb. Within five years demand was so
high they brought their neighbors in on the business.
Today they still market their lamb to Niman
Ranch. They also sell pasture-raised goat to high-
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Medvitz. “This place has to be sustainable into the future, and
diversity is a big part of that.”
Though the two have deep roots here, they don’t have typical
ranch biographies. As a teenager, McCormack gladly left Rio
Vista for UC Berkeley, later spending two years in Malawi with
the Peace Corps. She met Medvitz while they were in grad school
at Harvard. Both got involved in international aid work often
related to agriculture: Medvitz wrote for a New Guinea farming
guide, and McCormack worked with women’s microenterprise
in Kenya. Then, as McCormack’s parents grew older, they considered returning to the ranch.
“For me it was a personal experiment,” Medvitz says. “Here
I was writing a curriculum based on agriculture, and I couldn’t
grow a tomato.”
Learning to run a ranch that covers nearly six square miles was
both daunting and exhilarating. And over the last three decades,

end restaurants such as Café Rouge in Berkeley and Prospect in
San Francisco. Their wheat and wool go to wholesalers. And soon
their vineyard will produce wine grapes to sell to Gallo.
“We’re trying to produce great food and maintain the health
of the animals and the land at the same time,” says McCormack.
“I feel that what we do is noble, I really do. It’s an unbelievable
opportunity to do this work.”
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Urban Farms to Open Range
Putting Bay Area Food Landscapes on the Map

Picture the geography of the Bay Area: The sweep of the Bay from the Delta to the Golden Gate; the rolling hills, rugged mountains, and intimate valleys; all the open spaces that frame our communities. The urban landscapes of iconic bridges and landmark buildings,
the cities and towns where we live and work, densely packed around the Bay and then radiating into an urban patchwork beyond.
Now try to put farmland into this picture of urban and open
spaces. Even though farm- and ranchlands cover 1.95 million acres,
comprising around 44 percent of the Bay Area’s total land area, you
might have trouble placing them on your mental map of the region,
beyond the iconic vineyards of Napa and Sonoma. Many people
experience farmlands primarily as passive landscapes—part of
non-urban open space—rather than as active working landscapes
that contribute directly to local economies, diet, and sense of place.
But this is changing. The local food movement has inspired us to
ask, “Where does this come from?” But the answer is often a binary
“local” or “not local” or a bare number of miles, rather than a deeper
sense of the very real landscape of our incredibly productive local
foodshed. This “hidden-in-plain-sight” phenomenon attests to the
diversity of our agriculture, as well as its vulnerability.

For more than a century, the Bay Area has been at the forefront
of the conservation movement, and for several decades it has been
a leader in the local food movement. But it’s only recently that those
movements have come together, with conservationists including
agriculture in their vision of regional sustainability and farm advocates adding habitat value and farm tourism to their vision of agriculture’s economic sustainability.
Bay Area Food Landscapes is born of that evolving alliance and
highlights the notion that farmland is crucial to our landscape. The
familiar vistas of oak-dotted hills are revealed as part of a million-
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plus acres of land grazed by beef cattle, dairy cows, and sheep. On
both public and private lands, ranchers produce food products
worth over $350 million annually. These lands also provide habitat
protection, water conservation, and carbon sequestration critical
to confronting climate change.
In a few large expanses and many smaller areas, farmers tend
almost half a million acres of irrigated row crops, orchards, and
vineyards, the source of local fruits, vegetables, wine grapes, and
field crops. Some of these areas are well-known: Napa Valley’s vineyards, West Marin’s dairies, Brentwood’s intensively farmed Delta
soils. Dozens of others are off the beaten track: the cool coastal valleys and bluffs in Marin and San Mateo counties, or such hidden
inland valleys as Solano’s Wooden Valley and Sonoma’s Bennett Valley. Other areas are visible but unrecognized: Few of the millions of
drivers on Interstate 80 are aware of the wheat-safflower-tomato
crop rotations of the Dixon plain.
After decades of fighting development and difficult economics
(and too often losing), local agriculture is persisting and reemerging
at several scales in niches created by accidents of history, climate,
geography, and uneven development. The nuances of these places
make all the difference for our food landscapes. We can begin to

recognize that even areas with similar growing conditions are made
unique, and irreplaceable, by geography—landmark forests, creeks,
or ridge views—and culture—a common background among farmers or the buildings and social organizations in the nearby town.
And thanks to the local food movement, our idea of what makes a
farm is changing: Hundreds of urban gardens and farms are producing food—and food growers—at multiple scales, from backyard
bean plots and rooftop bee hives to blossoming urban ag zones in
Richmond, Oakland, and San Jose.
The urban farming movement is the latest in a long history of
our food landscapes—from indigenous people who thrived on
the region’s bounty to the farmers who, a century ago and more,
fueled the Bay Area’s role as a world-class producer of fruit. Today,
farms and ranches face threats from suburban sprawl, low financial returns, and more. Yet people at all levels, from neighborhood
groups to regional nonprofits and agencies, are working to envision
human and natural communities that are more resilient and sustainable. And more and more of that work is happening in the light
of this: Nearly half our landscape remains a source of livelihood for
thousands and a source of food for millions—including us.

