Network for Peace through Dialogue

How We Celebrated Earth Week at the Network
This year we extended Earth Day to a Week with several activities. On the previous Friday, we
went to New York’s High Line, a riverside park noted as a promenade featuring borders of native
plants, to draw and/or color our impressions of what we saw. On Monday we went to the American Museum of Natural History to see an exhibit entitled “The Secret World Inside Us” and expand our understanding of what is going on under the skin of our earthly selves. Then on Wednesday, we visited the Imani Garden, a community garden in Brooklyn overseen by Gregory Todd, a
practitioner of urban permaculture. Greg had previously impressed us during a Skype interview
which can be viewed on our website (www.networkforpeace.com). This virtual dialogue was later
the basis for a Living Room Dialogue, the report of which can also be found on the website.

“The Secret World Inside Us” Exhibit

Permaculture at Imani Garden

“Your body is teeming with trillions and trillions of
bacteria and other microbes – and that’s a good
thing!” That was the main message of the exhibit.
It was a revelation to me – a paradigm reversal.

As a boy scout growing up in Michigan, Greg Todd
took very seriously the scout rule that you should
always leave the campground in better shape than
you found it.

Previously antibiotics were considered good and
bacteria bad. Now, bacteria good, and even vital. I
was impressed by the colorful, imaginative, and instructive panels proving this point.

That rule still guides his behavior, though nowadays he applies it to his neighborhood of Crown
Heights, Brooklyn; New York City, and the entire
planet. He calls the work he does “urban permaculture,” a search for ways that we can restore our
damaged earth and learn to live sustainably on it.
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Of the seven stops in the exhibition, the two describing human conception, pregnancy, birth and
infancy were the strong points to me. They showed
that an expectant mother’s diet affects the fetus.
Also, that the placenta protects a fetus from bad
bacteria and provides a sterile environment.

In 2007, he and some friends located an unused
community garden in their neighborhood and have
since developed Imani Garden as a permaculture
experiment. Visiting it was one of the Network’s
Earth Week activities and it was both sad and instructive.

When the baby is born, that changes. It acquires the
mother’s microbes while coming through the birth
canal, and these microbes provide the newborn the
protection of the mother’s immune system. Cesarean sections, so commonly performed today, deny a
newborn this protection.

It was sad because a beautiful, old willow tree that
spread its sheltering branches over part of the site
and provided a cool and inviting gathering place in
the summer was threatened with destruction. (See a
photo of this tree on page 6.) As a result of convoluted city tax policies, the lot on which it stands had
been sold.

Breast milk is also favored over commercial formula. It is more nutritious, prevents allergies, promotes good digestion and sound sleep while creating a bond between mother and baby.

It was instructive because of the many ways that the
garden modeled ways of sustainable living. For
instance, you could bake your bread there or cook
up some pizza. Near the tree was a cob oven that
the gardeners had built. Salvaged chunks of concrete formed the base of the oval structure with a
clay and straw mixture making a dome over the top.
The oven is heated with wood.
(Continued on page 4)

This tiny universe of microbes inside us and their
far-reaching benefits are an item that modern technology is re-evaluating to promote good health.
Thanks to Antony Von Leeuwenhoek, the 17th century naturalist who devised a tiny microscope which
revealed the world of microbes, we can follow in
his footsteps and cure many ills.
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(Continued from page 3)
Hungry for meat or eggs? Adjoining the lot where the tree lived was a
fenced-in chicken run and coop where 19 chickens have plenty of room to
move about. Part of their diet is a mash of grains brought to them from a
near-by brewery, a by-product of the brewing process.
Moving along the block, you pass a house and then find the entrance to
the major part of Imani Garden. This is where vegetables are grown. First
you find a series of five wooden bins where the gardeners and neighbors
can bring their kitchen scraps for composting. In addition, during the
summer months, Greg bicycles to a near-by coffee shop weekly and collects two five-gallon buckets of coffee grounds for the bin.
Because Greg turns the material in the bins frequently, the kitchen scraps
become compost in two months. The compost then goes into 13 raised
beds where vegetables are grown by 15 gardeners who plan the garden
collectively and spend two hours a week taking care of the beds in order
to collect a share of the harvest. Right now there are small lettuces in the
beds that had been started in a greenhouse the gardeners had been able to
build as a result of receiving a $1500 grant from the Citizen’s Committee
for NYC.

Greg Todd describing the composting
proceses.

Inside the 12x14-foot greenhouse, Greg has designed an ingenious system
for maintaining an even temperature. Boards for setting out the plants
rest on large barrels containing water. The moisture from the barrels does
the job of regulating the temperature.
Another permaculture feature is a 500-gallon tank which collects and
stores water draining off the roof of the house that abuts the garden. This
water would otherwise run off into the city’s sewers during a rainfall and
be sent to a sewage treatment plant. Instead it waters the gardens.

The greenhouse and garden beds.

Greg points out that most humans live in cities today. If we have a
chance to preserve the planet, urban permaculture will be of utmost importance. All of New York could become a giant permaculture project if
we compost the thousands of tons of kitchen scraps thrown away each
day, grow more of our own food, and conserve water.
Because of our concern for the fate of the lovely willow tree, on Earth
Day we sent an appeal to our many friends asking them to contact the NY
state attorney general’s office. There still may be a possibility that the
new owner of the tree’s lot could be persuaded to swap it for a different
one controlled by Imani Garden. This would require the intervention of
the state.

Appeal for the tree and staffer Fiona
Murray.

To advocate for the tree contact James Sheehan in the attorney general’s
office, James.Sheehan@ag.ny.gov and refer to this case number: CLAIMING SURPLUS: NYCTL 1998- 2 Trust and the Bank of New York v.
Imani Community Housing and Revitalization Committee, Inc., KINGS,
Index Number 20423/2004.
The address of the Imani Garden is 87 Schenectady Ave. in Brooklyn.
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Happy chickens.

