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STEP THROUGH THE FRONT DOORS OF
THE CATHERINE FERGUSON ACADEMY
IN DETROIT, AND YOU'VE ENTERED
WHAT SEEMS TO BE A TYPICALLY
CASH-STARVED INNER-CITY SCHOOL:
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dimly lit, with lockers painted the color of pea soup,
lots of dingy old wood, and nothing even remotely
luxurious or high-tech in sight. And since this is a
school for teenage mothers and their babies in the
poorest and most dangerous big city in America, well,
it's impossible not to worry that the students’ pros-
pects may be as dim as the corridor.

But in the strange and strangely lovely city of De-
troit, it's a mistake to make assumptions. The stu-
dents of this school are lucky in their principal, a
tall, drolly funny woman named Asenath Andrews,
and college acceptance is a condition for graduation
here. Head out the school’s side door into a blaze of
sunlight, and the most unlikely and inspiring sight
appears: an urban farm that is almost breathtaking
in its scope.

There are horses here grazing on what was once a

running track. Endless beds of vegerables ring the
oval perimeter. There’s a full-fledged orchard. There
are rabbits, there are chickens, and there’s English
teacher Andrew Kemp milking the goats. He and
science teacher Paul Weertz grow almost all the feed
for the farm on a vacant lot across town and get the
students to help bale the hay:

Ask Asenath how such an ambitious agricultural
venture emerged from a concrete schoolyard, and she
rolls her eyes. “The rabbits turned into chickens and
the chickens turned into goats. Then the goats turned
into horses. We even had a steer for a while, until he
knocked one of the kids overwhile she was pregnant.
Then we sent him to a vocational school, where the
students butchered him. Still educational,” she says
with a laugh.

Asenath, who grew up in a serious gardening family,
with a grandfather who actually earned a living farming
on Eight Mile Road at the Detroit city limits, has made
gardens throughout her career. Early on she had the
“crazy” idea that she could grow enough food for an
entire school lunch program; now, older and wiser, she
simply believes that agriculture is a powerful teaching
tool. She points to a nifty solar-powered barn built by
the students and grows rhapsodic: “The barn raising
I wish we could do a barn raising every semester. It’s
so empowering for girls to do construction.”

Not only does the farm help her teenagers learn
everything from carpentry to biology; it also teaches
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them to be better mothers, Asenath believes. “There
are estimates that by age 3, poor kids have heard 30
million fewer words than kids in middle-class fami-
lies.” She pauses. “That 30-million-word deficit keeps
me awake at night. We're trying to teach teenagers to
talk to their babies. Well, there’s a whole vocabulary
attached to a garden that these teenagers can share.”
With the burned-out shell of an abandoned house
just visible in the distance beyond the farm, Asenath
adds, “T may be getting too old for these visions, but
we have so many kids in Detroit who can’t get a job—
they're bound for jail, or worse. They could be in
charge of their own businesses, small individualistic
farms. Adolescent boys especially like to be in charge.
Why not encourage them to grow apples here?”
Asenath is not alone in this idea that you could
cure a lot of ills simply by making Detroit’s blighted
landscape productive. Crops are springing up all over
inner-city Detroit, and gar-
deners are joining forces here
in a way that raises some in-
teresting questions. Can or-
dinary people armed only
with shovels do what glossy
casinos and office towers
haven’t quite managed to do:
turn a Rust Belt relic around?
Can a city that industry has
failed actually be saved by ag-
riculture? Is Detroit hope-
lessly locked into its past as
the center of American auto

manufacturing— or is it redefining urban living for a
greener future?

These questions can only be asked because De-
troit has in some sense hit bottom. Since its peak of
1.85 million residents in 1950, half of Detroit’s popula-
tion has fled. Thanks to a lot of sorry history that in-
cludes the closing of auto plants in the city, racial
tensions that culminated in the r2th Streer riot in
1967, epidemic arson in the 1980s, and the current-
day woes of the American auto industry and the sub-
prime mortgage meltdown, demolishing abandoned
houses has been one of the city’s most important re-
sponsibilities for decades. Even today, there are archi-
tectural corpses in the swankiest mansion districts,
and about a quarter of the land in this previously great
city is now vacant. Some neighborhoods have almost
vanished, leaving only a sprinkling of houses behind.

But there are advantages to hitting bottom, for
cities as well as individuals.
Inessentials are stripped
away, and a certain clarity of
purpose can result. Ashley
Atkinson, the sweet-faced
3o-year-old dynamo who has
linked hundreds of Detroit’s
gardeners together in a group
called the Garden Resource
Program Collaborative, sums
up the ferocious commit-
ment of 21st-century Detroi-
ters this wav: “The people
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GREEN DREAM
Top, from left: Gardening
angel Lillie Neal shows off
a few crookneck squash;
a horse snacks on an
orchard apple at the
Catherine Ferguson
Academy; a community
garden in the North
Corktown neighborhood;
young volunteers at the
Romanowski Farm Park; a
decaying mansion (since
demaolished) in Brush
Park, a formerly affluent
neighborhood; Jodi willard
with an armload of
zucchini at the Birdtown
community garden.
Bottom: A bucketful of
vegetables from
Romanowski Farm Park.
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