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It was nearly 70 years ago, but Irene Molinari clearly recalls the day a herd of beef cattle briefly escaped and ran wild through the streets of Bayview-Hunters Point.

Bovine rebellions were fairly rare, but it was a common sight to see cattle led to the slaughterhouses that once lined Third Street. "When we were going to school in the morning, we had to wait for cattle to cross the street," said Molinari, 83, a lifelong resident of nearby Latona Street. 

Petite, with a sharp smile and silver hair, Molinari has witnessed decades of change in the area - and now she and her neighbors are ushering in a new addition: the Latona Garden, one of a handful of local food projects in the area supported in part by health-related public and private funding. Latona Garden is the newest project of the Quesada Gardens Initiative, a resident-led effort to build more community gardening spaces around Palou Avenue and Third Street. The flagship garden on Quesada Avenue, around the corner from Latona, was created in 2002 when two neighborhood seniors began cleaning up trash and planting the wide, then-derelict 600-square-foot median strip, that runs the length of the hillside street. It was as much a desire for flowers and fresh greens as it was an effort to clean up their increasingly dilapidated block, which had long been plagued by drug dealing, prostitution, trash and theft. 

"There used to be way too many people here having way too much fun," said resident James Ross, who's long been involved with the project. 

The effort was contagious. Neighbors helped to cultivate the entire strip, and when soil tests came out clean, they planted edibles. Six years later, the transformative power of the garden is evident, both in beautifying the block and in building a community: One block up sits the Bridgeview Garden, intended for educational use, where newly planted edible starts bask in neatly terraced rows in the steep hillside. Several neighborhood schools, including Bret Harte Elementary and Willie L. Brown Jr. Elementary, have productive gardens and curricula to get kids out of the classroom and in the dirt. There are also a number of long-standing community gardens, such as Candlestick Point Garden and the expansive Double Rock Community Garden near the Alice Griffith Housing Development, one of the largest farming plots in the city. 

Bayview upbringing

Through her years in the neighborhood, Molinari has seen the departure of most of her family and friends. "Everybody else moved. I think I'm the antique," she said with a grin, noting the handful of for-sale signs on her street. "I stuck it out. Where was I going to go?"

She remembers the Bayview of her childhood, which had a large Italian and Irish population, as a vibrant place of food production and distribution for the rest of San Francisco. The city's most southeastern neighborhood, it has the warmest weather and some of the largest tracts of open space and fertile land. She points to the green hills beyond the house where she was born, where cattle once grazed and small farms dotted the landscape. Local merchants got first dibs on food that came through the port just blocks away, and fishermen sold their catches fresh from the bay. 

"We had just about everything you could think of," Molinari said. "Almost everybody had a garden in their backyard. My father made wine in the basement."

A quick tour of today's Bayview reveals a strikingly different picture. Fresh produce is a rarity on Third Street, the neighborhood's main commercial artery, where liquor stores, fast-food joints and empty storefronts have largely replaced the gastronomic diversity that Molinari remembers. She now shops at the Foods-Co., one of two grocery stores in the area, which many residents complain does not provide enough nutritional food. 

A recent study found that residents go outside the district to spend millions of dollars annually on groceries. The study was conducted by the Southeast Food Access group, a coalition of agencies and groups working to make healthy food more available in the Bayview, Hunters Point and Visitacion Valley neighborhoods. A 2004 San Francisco Health Department assessment found that the Bayview neighborhood had the highest rate in the city of walk-in hospitalizations for adults with uncontrolled diabetes and congestive heart failure, as well as a disproportionate share of deaths from hypertension and heart disease.

Much of the land that was once cultivated is now contaminated, a legacy from the area's power plants and the naval shipyard that drew huge numbers of workers and Southern black families in the 1940s to fill the demand for war industry jobs. When the jobs dried up, the district was left with high unemployment, a third of the city's toxic waste sites, alarmingly high asthma rates and crime.

Community gardens

But now Molinari hopes to reclaim some lost ground. Clad in an elegant white blouse and wool sweater on a recent 80-degree afternoon, she surveyed a small triangular fenced lot at the end of Latona Street. Perched above the bustle of Third Street, with a panoramic bay view, the lot has newly constructed garden beds. Once owned and cared for by a long-gone neighbor, the lot sat fallow for years and became a dumping ground. Molinari and a handful of neighborhood volunteers are diligently preparing to plant summer crops. They say that when the garden was recently resurrected, trash removed and the fence put up, the dumping stopped, and residents, some of whom had never spoken to one another before, got involved. 

"I got tired of seeing all the junk dumped here," said Molinari, noting that much of the new garden will be geared toward food production. "Now I'm waiting for the garden to go, so I can get my veggies."

The group hopes to repeat the success of the landmark Quesada Garden, which transformed a rough patch. Now to turn the corner from the concrete landscape of Third Street onto Quesada is to enter an urban oasis where purple Mexican sage and lavender creep onto the street, tree collards sway in the wind, and rows of strawberries, onions and garlic grow beneath the palm trees. There are no individual plots, and residents can harvest when they like. A success story in grassroots urban improvement, the project has received lavish local attention and garnered financial support from health and environmental foundations as well as the city, which pays the water bill.

At the top of the block is a mural commissioned by artists portraying local faces, as well as a small gathering area where events are held, including barbecues and movie nights. Roughly 60 neighborhood children gathered there for a party on Halloween, the first time in a long time that trick-or-treaters made neighborhood rounds. 

Rather than rely on the police or the mayor's office, residents got together and, with scant initial funding, created their own sustainable change, said Jeffrey Betcher, a Quesada Avenue resident who bought a Victorian in the late '90s and quit his job several years ago to volunteer as full-time organizer for the Quesada Gardens Initiative.

"Our alternative has been to take responsibility for our own block," he said, noting that the garden succeeded in driving out many serious nuisances. "It works and can be done anywhere."

Antidote to gentrification

Betcher, who is among the few white residents on the block, is aware of growing gentrification and the departure of many black residents, who now make up less than half of the local population. This project, he said, was started by longtime African American residents on the block, and the vast majority of his neighbors and garden participants are also members of minority groups. If anything, projects like these are needed to retain people in the neighborhood, he said: "We see ourselves as an antidote, a remedy to gentrification." 

Yet perceptions vary, as was evident during Betcher's tour of the project, when a woman leaning her head out of a car window to ask who was responsible for the garden said, "Thank you, white people."

The Quesada Initiative has formed a loose coalition with other local community-improvement projects and is working to increase the amount of food it produces in order to make up for shortages here. Last year it helped conduct a food survey among Bayview residents in which 94 percent of the 562 residents interviewed said they would strongly support new food options in the district. "Freshness" was ranked over affordability as the most important factor in deciding where to shop. More than 50 percent of respondents said they wanted a co-op market and would prefer food without pesticides that comes from local farms. 

Betcher said residents seem enthusiastic about plans to open a Fresh and Easy market on Third Street in the abandoned Coca-Cola bottling factory. Part of a chain of small groceries operated by the giant British grocer Tesco, the business specializes in prepared food. 

Betcher insists on the importance of encouraging more residents to grow food for themselves, especially given the production potential and history of the area. 

Betcher said, "People like to garden, particularly older folks. ... I don't care who you are, but you're going to want a decent vegetable now and then."

Supplying the neighborhood

Last summer, Quesada Gardens Initiative charged nothing to build 12 backyard gardens for interested residents. The group included a box with soil, basic tools, a fruit tree, a compost box and mentorship. Interest was high, and funding has been sought to build 40 more this summer. 

Jacqueline Williams, 62, grew up in the Bayview and, as the coordinator of the expansive Doublerock Garden for the past three years, has seen how much food the ground there can produce. She and the youths who work in the garden routinely harvest vegetables and sell some at the local farmers' market. 

"I think if we could get our vegetables growing everywhere, we could supply a lot for the neighborhood," she said. 
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