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LA Okay. So, the first thing we need you to do, Bridget, is to verbally agree to the release
that you just signed. Just acknowledging that you are aware that this interview is going to be

archived at UNCA, with Bountiful Cities, and at Vance Elementary School.

BO  Sounds great to me.

LA Thank you. Alright, so, my name is Lauren Avots and it’s April 15, and we are here at
Ramsey Library at University of North Carolina at Asheville. And I am here with Bridget
O’Hara and we are about to conduct an interview for a Community Arts project on Vance
Elementary School. Okay, so, Vance... Um, Bridget, can you tell me how you got involved with

Vance Elementary School?

BO  Um, I live down the street from Vance Elementary School and we have a great kind of
walking neighborhood so I would walk around the neighborhood a lot and when my daughter
was young I met a lady who lives in the neighborhood and teaches at Vance and our daughters
got to be really good friends. And she had talked about how she wanted to have more of a
garden at Vance and grow more things and have more trees and Just different things for the kids
to interact with. And she encouraged me and begged me to come into the classroom and just

spend some time.

So, when I started bringing, I thought, well, this will be good. I’ll bring my daughter up and
she’ll get used to the school she’s going to go to next year. And we’ll see how that works. And
my little boy was about a year old. And my girl was four so when we started coming up there we
would go to her classroom, and um, work with the students whatever they were working on
sometimes they could play some board games or um, you know, go investigate things outside.
Look for different plants and bugs and see what they could find. And it’s just, I felt really
welcomed at Vance and my little boy he was just, you know, a baby and so all the kids were like,
“Oh there’s a baby and I want to get that baby and hold that baby and it just made me feel so
good because he was so loved and they would play with my little girl. And she was like, “Oh
wow, these big girls are so fancy and beautiful.” And they just had so much fun there. And, so,

maybe, after going twice up there, we were around the house and [ said, “Well, do you want to
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g0 up to school?” And they both, “YES! YES! YES!” They wanted to go to school. So, I
thought, “Wow, that’s a pretty great response from little kids.” That’s what they want to do. So,
um, we just started going up, you know, about once a week. And visiting with the students and
um, I got to know their class, there wasn’t much as far as, you know, there wasn’t really a garden
there but there was a lot of you know, weeds and there’s different stuff growing around. So, I
had a book called “Gathering Ye, Wild Things.” And we started looking through the book and
seeing if we recognized anything growing at Vance that was the same as in this book and there
were you know, violets and you can eat violets, and they have a lot of Vitamin A, and different
nutrition and you can eat dandelions. There were different things like that and I left the book
there. And it’s a, you know, it’s a grown up book. It’s not a children’s book. But, you know,
there was one little boy that got really interested in this book and he would read that. He was in
third grade. And, um, one day they found, they were outside, and they found a praying mantis
egg case and nobody knew what it was and this little boy was “Oh I know what that is! That’s a
praying mantis egg case!” And he was showing them and telling them what this was and while
they were looking at. It was on this bush. It hatched out and all the little praying mantis babies
started crawling out. And so all the little kids were Just totally amazed and this little boy, you
know, whoever his identity is in that classroom. He became the expert on, on, nature and bugs
and all the kids were like, “Wow, you knew exactly what it was.” And so he’s, you know, he’s
really started to blossom from that. He’s, he, uh, he brought in tadpoles he found in the pu&dle
next to his house. And all the kids wanted to bring a tadpole home and um, you know, they
would just start to discover all over and they were excited about it and that’s that really got me
excited. That’s what I want to see for my children. That they’re excited about what they’re
doing in their classroom because you know whatever it is that they’re learning, if they’re excited

about learning they’re going to get so much more out of you know, they’re experience.

LA Um, so what is your specific role at, um, Vance Garden, and then how does that parallel

or how does that connect with your work here at UNCA?

BO  Well, I'm a parent. My daughter goes to school there. My son will go to school there
next year. But, um, really, you know, I’ve been a leader as far as the garden goes. Greta is the

third grade teacher, Greta Sesala, and she and I have a lot of sort of brainstorming and we, we,
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this is just our favorite thing to do. So, whenever we get together we think, “Oh maybe we could
do this or maybe we could do this...” And we’ve just developed a vision of what we want to see
at Vance to, you know, just further that mission of creating a rich experience for the kids and so I
do a lot of, I have done a lot of, just encouraging parents to come and get involved and kinda
lining out what we need to get done and communicating with folks. I created a website that you
can only come to if you’re invited to come to and folks can upload their picture and a little, a few
questions about why they want to be involved. And then we are using that to document what we
do in the garden. So, each garden has its own description and a little bit about what we want to
do with it. And we have a place for people to submit and say, “Well, I found this grant who
wants to work on this grant with me?” And upload documents when they’re done with it. Um,
lots of people have uploaded photos. And just documents. You know, more that fifty people
that are members of the blog now so it’s very difficult to sit and call fifty people and say can you
come to the garden. I plan to be there. And if you say, three weeks out ahead of time, let’s have
a garden work day on a Saturday, there’s no telling what the weather’s going to be. Especially
here in the mountains, it could be gorgeous and sunny and seventy degrees or it could be
snowing and freezing and twenty degrees. I mean, right now in the spring, there’s just no way of
knowing. So, with that we’re able to just send out an email and say it’s gorgeous we’re all going
to be there. And whatever anybody’s schedules are they can just come up and get involved. So,

I guess I do a lot of coordination, garden coordination.

And at UNC-Asheville, I am, um, work on, I work for the National Environmental
Modeling and Announcement Center. NEMAC. And my job encompasses quite a few things.
I’'m a communications specialist. And, in this case, that means I write press releases and write
articles and I make brochures and posters and help students with stuff like that. And I also
coordinate the education and outreach program for RENCI. Which is renaissance computing
institute. And we have an engagement site — renci@unc-asheville. And the engagement site is
actually located out at Enka campus. And we have an outreach vehicle, the rover, the RENCI
outreach vehicle for outreach and research and that goes out with Colburn— our science museum
and Riverlink and the Arboretum to area schools. And part of this collaboration is working with
quite a few different groups and so we work with the National Climatic Data Center downtown

and we do some a little bit of collaborating with them and working on education and outreach
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programs that will flow into the Coleburnt Earth Science museum, SO, I guess you know, in a lot
of ways for my job I use Vance as kind of a testing ground for what will work for the rover or for
the education and outreach program. Ilook at well, would Vance use this and how would they
use this and how would students respond to this and um, just a lot of it flows back and forth. A
lot of the collaborations when I talk with different groups then I talk to them about collaborating
with us, I talk to them about what we’re doing with the rover and what we’re doing with the
Forest Service. And all our collaborators, and when VANCE sometimes we have folks that end
up feeling that RENCI is not a fit for them, but become more involved in Vance and do stuff
more along those lines because uh, with the RENCI program it’s focused more on technology
and science and um, atmospheric science, and you know, gardening is distantly related to that,
and some folks are more interested in being able to volunteer in someway. So, it all seems to

kinda mix together sometimes.
LA  Tell me about a fond or favorite moment you have of Vance garden.

BO  TI'll have to think about thét for a minute. [ have a lot of great experiences at Vance, so...
Um. I guess the best is kids come out and at first they don’t want to get dirty and they’re in their
pretty dress and pink shoes and a few minutes Jater you look over and they’re just covered in dirt
and getting really into it. And, so, um we had a work day a few weeks ago and moms bring out
their kids and moms are thinking Okay we’re going to get this work day done and 'm
volunteering at the school and the kids will enjoy it too. And every now and then you get a kid
who just absolutely loves mulching or whatever they’re doing and they’re digging and they come
up to their mom and it’s like Christmas. “Mom, thank you so much for bringing me! This is just
the best. 1 want to do this all the time!” And then mom’s like, “This is amazing, my child loves
to mulch.” It’s really fun to see kids get so excited about that. 1 guess, uh, I mean one thing, uh,
one of the children from the third grade class that I first started getting involved with. He
actually lives across the street from me and one day he came over and my son had a baby pool
and we had just put water in it and this was about a year later, they were in fourth grade, and so
my son was putting rocks and sticks and whatever he could find, you know, broken up logs, and
just throwing them in the baby pool. And “He’s messing it up! He’s throwing dirt in there!” And
I said, “Oh, it’s his baby pool and just let him do it” You know. So, he was doing it and then
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they went off and they were playing around something else and they came back to the baby pool
and they found a salamander. And the salamander was probably on one of the logs or on one of
the sticks and when he threw it in the water, it came out. But they got so excited about that
salamander. And the little boy across the street, he said, “I just love nature! Ever since I found
out about it!” That’s just one thing I love to think about him saying that it just cracks me up.
I’'m glad you found out about it. I don’t know. It just seems kind of backwards that our kids
have to find out about nature because it’s, you know, I don’t know, it’s what we all start with,
right? But, I guess in our culture in a way we’re a little backwards. We find out about TV first

and then later on we find out about nature. But, he did find out so it just made me laugh.

LA: Umm, What do you think are some of the more important lessons the students learn from

the garden at Vance?

BO:  Well, you know the garden at Vance with the outreach programs and everything from a
curriculum standpoint they are looking at teaching kids the North Carolina standard course of
study and matching everything to curriculum and making sure they’re learning in the garden. But
my personal opinion is just having the space to be a child and be in the garden and not have to
write down something or not have to be focused on something, but just allowing a child to be
there and let their mind expand and let their hands pick up dirt and plants and bugs and
investigate and feel textures and smells and sights and sounds and seeing birds and finding things
and feeling the wind and the warmth of the sun and all those things. Even though it may not be
something that they’re going to be tested on, they are learning just by standing there and feeling
the wind blow from a certain direction and seeing the trees move and seeing different types of
birds. That, all of that is coming together and expanding their knowledge of the world in a new
way so that when they do go back into class and are learning about the Beaufort Scale, how wind
blows. And if they’ve never had the opportunity to pay attention to it before. That’s different
than a child that’s been spending time in a garden and just pays attention to those things because
they can because they have that available to them. And I think in... in our urban setting we have
less and less and less of that. We don’t have, the freedom, our children don’t have the freedom
our parents did to roam the woods or roam the farmlands or you know look for snakes or look for

rabbits or try to find a birds nest. And so you know having that at Vance even though there’s
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parents there they still are able to roam a pretty large space under our watchful eye and feel like
that are exploring on there own and having their own little imaginings and I think that’s as

important as anything they learn at school.

LA: What are some challenges that you’ve run into as you’ve been working on the

development of the garden?

BO:  Well when Gretta and I first started talking about it and having our vision for the garden
we wanted to grow the garden right now today! You know, we started planting some things. And
we realized that, you know, when we first started just nothing would grow because the soil had
been, the top soil had been scraped off. There was clay and there was what had been underneath
the topsoil, but there was no, there was no decayed matter or broke, anything broken down,
because that had been grated off when the school was created so we had the area where the Peace
Garden is now was largely eroded and grass wouldn’t even grow. And we had a few trees that
were, that seemed to be barely surviving, but they were surviving. And so anything we planted
was just you know barely making it. And so, you know, we learned a lot from that and that was
the biggest challenge getting past that, getting nutrients in the soil. And we started with, you
know we went to Asheville school. We got a few loads of manure in our truck and boy we
thought that was so much you know this whole truck full of manure (laughing), but when you get
back to the garden the garden is huge and the truck full of manure was maybe one teeny tiny
little place you can plant something. So you know, it seemed overwhelming and impossible and
it was gonna take us so long. But, you know just once we got a few things out there people
started to notice: hey there’s something going on here. The whole community started to trickle
in. Well what’s going on? And there’s a garden here, and I want to be part of this garden. And
people really responded. And, you know, now when we’re in the garden we never go up there
and garden without seeing people. I mean, people come by. They may not want to garden they
just are walking. They’re walking their little baby stroller and there gonna walk through the
garden and see it. You know it’s just...happening. So I mean I think that the biggest hurdle is
just getting past that time where you can’t see how it’s going to happen, but you want it so badly

that you just keep doing it, and just being patient.
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LA:  What sort of role do you think community gardens can play in social action and social

change?

BO:  Well, community gardens, [ mean community action and social change, I think the most
important part about that is people coming out of their houses and meeting each other. Knowing
who their neighbors are and what there community is. Who is their community? You know, I
mean, that’s a question. That’s a pretty big question. Is your community the people you go to
church with? Is your community the people that go to your school? Is your community people
that are your age? Is your community people who look like you? Is your community only people
who have little children. Or, you know, is it the people that live in your area. [ mean, it depends
on what your concept of community is. But I think that that concept can change when people
meet each other and start to have connection. And umm I think a community garden is so many
things. It’s a catalyst for people to come outside and get to know each other. To learn from each
other. Umm, since we’ve started gardening at Vance we’ve had...One year Gretta went and she
put, uh we made a little flyer for one of the, oh I think maybe it was the first day of spring, she
put a note in everybody’s mailbox in a certain path. And then she took the kids walking. The
note in the mailbox said that on a certain day we would come by and any extra plants they had
then leave them out by the curb and we would take them and plant them at the school. You
wouldn’t believe! I mean the kids. .. were blown, because when they went walking around with
their wagons everyone had put out extra iris bulbs, extra plants, you know, plants they dug up out
of their garden you know all kinds of stuff people wanted to come out grandparents whose
children and grandchildren had gone to Vance but now had moved on wanted to come out and
share their story and talk to the kids. And that’s just, that’s valuable to the kids and that valuable
to the grown ups in the community just to have that connection to share with each other. Whether
they’re working in the garden or just are sharing stories or playing with kids. Whatever it is, its
building a web so that when there is something that someone needs then they feel comfortable to
ask or if they have something to give they know who needs it beyond that in the larger sense I
think that with climate change and with the world the way it is now and all of gas prices it might
be good to think about the way in the past our umm grandparents had victory gardens. They
gardened their own vegetables. Its not a whole lot of work. Its not difficult to do. It has immense

benefits it benefits us to exercise and get out and breath fresh air and garden. It’s better than a
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lawn that you pour pesticides on that go into the stream and you get fresh vegetables that didn’t
have to travel in a truck from anywhere and nourish you and with children you know, we’ve seen
them. You can fix a big plate of kale or spinach and it’s like the typical thing. Like oh kids don’t
eat spinach, but if kids pick it out of the garden and they get to microwave it or cook it
themselves they will eat spinach. They love anything they can pick themselves and try. They will
try to each a hot pepper if its growing on a plant in front of the them so you know beyond that we
can get fresh food. Kids are excited about it. If it becomes part of just what they do then it
doesn’t seem like this just out of reach thing. I think there are so many people that say oh well I
couldn’t grow anything. I don’t know how to do that. But if they get the chance to try they’ll
learn that yeah actually they can do that and it’s totally within their reach and its kinda fun and
you know food is good. We all need it (laughs) and if it doesn’t travel from a long ways away

that’s even better.

LA: You’ve talked a lot about community. Can you describe to me and tell me who makes up

the Vance Garden community?

BO: Well, that’s a good question. I mean that honestly at this point, because I’'m working full
time I don’t get to interact a whole lot with the kids. So umm the Vance garden community
garden has grown so much because we have community members that have no kids at school
that just care about urban gardening. We have parents and we have you know folks just involved
in different areas around the community that find this fun and interesting. And we come ‘n work
in the evenings or in the middle of, on the weekend and prepare the beds, and then like little
elves, then when the students come in they have the opportunity to do the planting. And you
know I think it’s, this is...this year, for the first time every class in the school is going to have
their own part of the garden they’re responsible for planting and growing. We’ve mapped out
what each class will grow based on their age and their curriculum and on the weekends different
parents and community volunteers of all ages have been out preparing everything for the kids.
And, so now you’ll see a different set of parents, parents that aren’t able to come on the
weekends, will be bringing their kids, coming and getting their kids out of the classroom and
planting things in the garden. But, you know, I don’t want to just think about, like the Vance

Community Garden the community as just being students, teachers and community members
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because some people that maybe aren’t, don’t ever come to the garden, are still really kind of
helping us from a distance. Either offerlng us information or umm helping us to write grants or
find fundmg for what we want to do. Offering us seeds and plants and it extends so I don’t know.
It’s really hard to put a limiting factor on who the community of the community garden is.
Everyone is welcome and umm and I don’t know I hate to umm. I don’t know how I can put a

limit on it.

LA:  On a final note, what sort of advice would you give to somebody who was wanting to

plan their own community garden?

BO: My advice to you if you wanted to have a community garden or a garden at your school
would be to find someone who wanted it as badly as you. And hopefully it would be someone
you really liked to hang out with. And then make yourself a plan, what you think would be the
best things to plant in this garden and begin to seek out who in your community might be there
for support. Umm, in our case when we contacted bountiful cities project and they started to help
us they haven’t lended so much energy as far as coming out and digging the garden for us.
They’ve really you know it’s under our control and they just want to support us how they can but
they have experience that it’s much better to learn from someone else’s experience than to umm
reinvent the wheel yourself. One of the first things they did which I think could be the most
important thing before you begin your garden. They helped us to get an agreement with the
superintendent of the schools that the land that we’re gardening will never be used for anything
but a garden, because we could be gardening for ten years have a beautiful fabulous garden with
fruiting trees and the school systems decides we needs to expand and build a bigger school and
they could plow all that down and build a school, but they can’t do that now because that space is
reserved for a garden. And I also thin that we’ll also do a good job of communicating so that no
one would ever want to plow down our wonderful fabulous garden that is nourishing minds and
bodies. It is a good thing to seek out people in your community that have experience to share and
then just know that it doesn’t happen overnight and you’ll be doing it for the rest of your life so

just embrace it and be patient and enjoy.
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LA:  Are their any last things that you’d like to add about communities, about gardens, about

Vance, about your work, for the future?

BO:  Ineed to think about that for a minute...I guess I think its really important and I think
that, I hope that I mean I feel like a community garden is a good thing, but I especially love
having a community garden at a school. I feel like the school is the center of the community,
whatever your community is, because I personally feel that children are the source of joy in the
world. They bring it in and they spread it around and that’s where it comes from. I think that
when you have a garden at a school it just makes so much sense, because people come around
and I think that the elders in our community need a reason to come to our elementary schools,
and they might think at first well, you know my child doesn’t go to school there, but they have so
much experience to share. And children have so much joy to share with them that its just a way
to umm just bring people of all ages and all walks of life and economic interests and politics,
whatever it is, it just we just all care about our children. That’s what we love the most. So,
everything else that divides us kind of falls apart and we all come together so anyway that’s what

I think it just really special about having a garden at the school.

LA:  Great thank you!
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