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Fritz Haeg’s Edible Estates project transforms
suburban front yards into sustainable
gardens, empowering modern suburbanites
and reconnecting them to their property,
their prodyce and their planet.

- By LUCINDA MICHELE KNAPP
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of water and toil (either that of a gardener, or the suburban al-
pha male on his ride mower) into a little patch of earth that is
productive, that brings people together, and that helps them
re-learn a connection to nature and to one another.

In any metropolis it takes effort to remember that one
is part of a natural sphere, a life cycle, an organic system. We
apply
conditioned air. We do not feel the earth under our bare feet—
instead we walk barefoot only in our homes, Outside is dan-
gerous, with used condoms on the ground and killer bees in
the air. It's particularly easy in Los Angeles to miss the seasonal
changes: the jacarandas in summer, the sycamores sending
dry leaves rushing around our ankles in autumn Santa Ana
winds, winter’s ozonic rain in eucalyptus trees, spring’s lemon
blassoms and early lilies. We do not often breathe deeply. City
lights dim the stars and the phases of the moon into inconse-
quentiality, We are usually too busy staring at screens or steer-
ing wheels to look up at the sky or out at the Jand.

But the land is there. I'm one of the few L.A. natives who
actually grew up with a small farm next door. In the west end
of the San Fernando Valley in the '70s and ‘80s, some small,

lonely little remnants of un-built land pushed up exuberant
spring wildflowers and hot summer mustard plants. My par-
ents owned one such plot and we lived in a small, green house

it's there. It's our front lawn.

“There’s so much wrapped up in the front lawn, that
empty piece ofland,” explains Haeg when I visit him in his
Mt. Washington home. His dogs, Ivy and Oli, are big and
wiggly and overjoyed at the prospect of tasting visitors.
"No licky, Ivy,” admonishes Haeg, and a dejected lvy flop-
pily rolls off the bench she'd clambered up onto.
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The Lakewood garden oasis is the second issuance of
Haeg’s Edible Estates project. (The first happily hums away in

munity and society—by transforming a previously useless suck

n, Stay indoors or in cars—little biospheres of

us that we do really have space: we just ignore it. We forget -

Fritz is tall, lithe, and has the graceful look of a regular
Yyoga practitioner, with huge luminous eyes that lend them-
selves to the overall impression of an artistic visionary or a
visitor from outer space. He explains the role of the lawn in
Western society as Olileans onto my back, snorfling in my ear.
“Its loaded with symbolism: & lot of issues about how you re-
!ate to your neighbors and how you relate to whatever place it
is that you live in. I think there's a lot that’s deeply repressed
by the Iam_vn. When you have a lawn, you don't really have to
engage with your neighbors, They don't engage with you. You
don't have to deal with the place you're in. You just dump a lot
of water and plant grass on it,”

Historically, “the lawn is a display of a form of wealth,”
says Mark Allen, director of Machine Project, an interdisciplin-
ary art gallery that will host a number of Edible Estates-related
events in the fall. “The lord is doing well enough that there is
spare acreage that doesn't have to be farmed or grazed." Think
of the vast, elaborate gardens of European chateaux and pal-
aces. “An analogy would be Las Vegas, where opulence is rep-
resented by how much water you can use in the middle of the
desert for fountains.” Allen channels Louis X1V and the classic
obnoxious nextdoor neighbor of suburban legend simultane-
ously: “'m so rich, look at my big unused grass patch.'”

“The project’s really about the particular space that exists
butw"een you and the street, and how you deal with it,” Allen
continues. As soon as you plant a garden you have to think,

'Oh, what’s the climate again?’ and ‘When does it rain?' and

‘What do I want to grow and what do | care abow?’ You have

to start thinking about who you are, where youlive, what your

neighbors want, how you eat—so as soon as you remove the
lawn, everything that’s been r p d becomes led, It's
avery precious kind of space.”

Haeg chose the Lakewnod home after six months of care-
ful consideration: the garden should be in a neighborhood
where it would have the maximum impact, where the family
could be articulate spokespeople, and where it would find the
love and patience it required. The Fotis were ideal: they'd al-
ready been nurturing a small backyard garden and a chicken
coop for some time, were progressive and socially-conscious,
and were willing to rip up their front yard to replace it with a
vegetable wild card.

. The up ling citi of Lak d watched from be-
hind their Three Day Blinds as the Foti family and Haeg broke
every rule laid down to the suburban home dweller—Thou
shalt not risk uncouth growth, wildness, or possible ugliness
in thy Front Yard, Thou shalt not have stuff that turns brown
in thy Front Yard. Thou shalt not Han g Out in thy Front Yard.

Thou shalr underpay Other People from Other Countries o
deal with thy Lawn.




r I “1 he drive to the ‘burbs takes me two and a half hours in
supermarket checkout-line traffic, and I pull into Lake-

_ wood a full half-hour late. The city is resurfacing the Fo-
ti's street and it rattles my jaw like an old dirt road might; but
the identical rows of houses on either side and their flawless,
manicured lawns iterate that, rough road or not, this is Sub-
urbia ™. | can see the Foti's home from far away as the stalks
of corn strike upwards toward the eggshell-pale sky. Parking
my little car covered with rock and roll stickers, | feel as out of
place on this street as the garden.

The Foti girls are in the front yard: June, age 7, rollick-
ing through it with the energy of childhood loosed upon a
similarly wild object, and the more restrained Cecilia, who is
13, standing up from tending a plant, regarding me with that
blend of shy, sullen and gazelle native to young women her
age. She walks me in and L am introduced to their father, Mi-
chael Foti. It is here, amid the family dynamics and the Foti's
tidy house with its spare, modern interior (why I had expected
dusty English rose décor and paintings of geese with bonnets,
I don't know), that another truth about this garden becomes
clear: it isn't just Fritz’s art/ design/concept project.

It's their front yard, for crying out loud. 3

“You put your fallibility on the line, with a project like this.
It could turn into an ey very quickly,” explains Mike,
spends his non-gardening hours as a computer programimer,
He looks too young to have a middle school-age daughter, with
his beaming Opie cheeks and a lopsided smile. But behind his
wire-rims his eyes are all Dad: slightly squinty with can-do en-
thusiasm. His wife, Jenny, joins us as we talk; the sun dips lower,
and a sea breeze washes across the suburban grid outside.

“The first month, I spent a lot more time in the garden
than I needed to,” continues Mike. “It put strain on my wife. I
can be very obsessive.” Jenny shoots me a long-suffering look.
“The upside of it is the physical activity, and the convenience
of fresh vegetables,” she says. “But the downside—it's just not
the driving force for me that it is for him.” Gardening isn't for
everyone, in other words.

“I'd like people to understand it’s not gonna be instant
gratification,” says Jules Dervaes of Pasadena, an “urban
homesteader” who, with his family, converted their own home
into a virtually self-sustaining city lot where they brew their

.
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The Foti homestead, before and after the
Edible Estates transformation.
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own biodiesel, provide organic greens to local resta
:;d Irenc'h workshops on everything from pcrmacui::rnmli
knitting, They began their process in the '80s. “It's like a baby:
it needs more attention in the beginning. Only after a few
years does that garden start walking on its own...be prepared
fm' i’sl!u res and setbacks. We had one blueberry one year. One.
h;ﬁeb:%ﬁi:y:"&iie work we put into it, “This is a $100
"It takes a lot of work to have a vegetable gard
edibles like this, and it’s a lot more w:)!r{k than Ela\;:'“taud;:i'lai?sl
Haeg, whose own hillside backyard bebind his geodesic-dome-
topped I]ornu is planted with fruit trees, a grapevine, and other
productive plants. “But that’s the poini: anything as easy as
m_vlnga lawn—there’s unhealthy side effects to anything that
mindless, u_rh?n: you don't have to pay attention.”

Mike Foti says as much to me. “I don't get this concept
of a ‘low maintenance' lifestyle. I don't think it’s good for
people, It ::nakes you withdraw from your fellow man.”

The Edible Estates project has indeed prompted
countless connections for the Fotis where nove would
otherwise have been, from me shwing up at their front
door, to attention from local news outlets, online visitors
to their website, and even the New York Times, to quite
possibly some of the most important connections; thelr
own nelghbors. "Most of the people around here really
like it. People walk by from this street, from the next
ﬂl[:l]? mnfiaind then from farther and farther,” says Mike.

ey e special trips
ey s p ps to drive by when they hear

“When you live in a ity like Lak d
that has 30,000 front lawns,” explains Haeg, “and you'
remove one of them, hopefully that’s a catalyst, and it
starts people thinking about other possibilities. So the
project is partly utopian, saying why can't we all do
this? But it's also kind of an absurd conceptual proj-
ect, saying how pathetic is it that we live the way we
do, that something like this is so radical. How bizarre
that it’s radical to be planting food in your yard? It's
s{:::cking. and to some people, quite unseemly.”

There are a few who don't really like it,” says Mike

as he walks me through the garden's three varieties

Edible Estates nfoneer Fritz H,

< aeg has a ya
4 grapevine, ang other:i’:::iﬁ::f:te[:?am;”
nts.



The flagship Edible Estates project transformed a home

of eggplant, their leaves edged in violet, Thai basil exuber-

antly outgrowing the edges of the planter, sage, chamomile,

peppers, artichokes. *1 have a hard time understanding why

it would be such a transgressive act,” he shrugs. The sunset

throws the corn into relief against the soft yellow sunset, and
the sea breeze cools significantly. My heart softens a little bit
toward Lakewood as | count the patty-pan squash hidden be-
neath wide, heart-shaped leaves, and Mike points out kum-
quat, plum, pomelo and Eureka lemon trees. It seems easier
to breathe next to this dense little plot of vibrantly alive organ-
isms. Jenny brings a bag of cocoa mulch for me to smell, “It’s
great for the plants,” she begins, “...and it smells like choco-
late!” volunteers June, careening by. 1 stick my face into the
bag and inhale. It's rich and peppery—and yes, smoky with *
the aroma of chocolate. The mulch deters pests and keeps the
soil light. Like Mike, I find it hard to understand what could be
disagreeable about the project. Apparently there are just a few
grumblers, worried about property values.

Haeg says of the bigger picture, “The project can be de-
scribed as reconciling global food production and land use is-
suies, with a little modest garden. In another way the garden is
just a vehicle to talk about something else. It's not really about
gardens or food—it’s about our relationship to each other and
to our environment.”

But it also isabout gardens and food. This little front-yard
plot has transcended Haeg’s purposes for it (which may have
been his intention all along, as an artist), just as much as its
greater symbolism transcends Lakewood's few naysayers, As
much as this may have started as Haeg's conceptual art project,
it’s become a prosaic and profoundly human-scale OTganism.

“It’s enhanced our relationships with a lot of our neigh-
hors,” says Mike. “We've shared the produce with as many
friends and neighbors as possible. And we've just finished
canning. Canning feels like honest, productive work. It’s been
[un for me and my wife to do together.” He smiles,

“With a garden, wisdom comes in little increments,” ex-
plains Jules Dervaes, when 1 speak with him over the phone.
“People knew a long time ago, and we have forgotten. Maybe a
century ago most people were farmers, and now our kids aren't
evenoutside. They're not playing in the yard, you don't see them
out in the street or climbing rees—they're driven indoors, and
it's not right or healthy. With wacky weather and oil shortages,
people are looking for something close to home where they

can get security. | compare it to the World War 11 victory gar-
dens. When the nation was in trouble, people said, ‘What can
we do?’ Enron goes bankrupt, oil prices go up—it’s not a bad
deal to have stability here at home. In a period of disquiet and
upheaval, people go back to what's real and what they can hold
onto. My kids wanted to protest and saw people taking to the
streets during the G7 summits...you wanna be in control, you
plant something. Your capacity to change is right there."

we don't feel even remotely empowered to do anything aboug. why can't 12" R, actuallywork,
Making any dent in it is Iil!e tuming a huge ship around that's it Dxmes paw_,_mdl@?ihjﬁo come to tour his own
headed in the wrong direction... using yourhome asmore than o o0 ime again, .mnom omatoes, its long 108
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and connect with each other—people leave energized, feeling ftont yard, which possibly forecas s

like they're part of something bigger. And with Edible Estates | 15 the mem&d_; n;:'ld m,ﬂ‘w"""us:
think it’s the same thing, taking that piece of private land that ™ my change, like with
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in Salina, Kansas.

Jules Dervaes converted his Pasadena property into a virtually
d self-sustaining city lot.
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n his own home, Fritz Haeg is thinking about new proj-
ects. “With all my work I'm interested in how people
can take what little control they do have, and put that
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