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Growing Food in Wilkinsburg: Insights from Two 
Local Gardeners

continued on page 7

The following are interviews with Rachel Courtney, the founder of The Hamnett Place Community 

Garden on Jeanette St., and Mindy Schwartz, the founder of Garden Dreams Farm & Nursery on Holland 

Ave., both in Wilkinsburg. The Hamnett Place Community Garden (hamnettgarden.blogspot.com) offers 

residents their own garden plots to cultivate for a small fee. Garden Dreams (www.mygardendreams.

com) grows and sells heirloom, organically tended plants and produce.

How did you get it started?

I started out by holding 

some meetings and finding a 

core group of people to help. 

We actually started out trying 

to purchase a lot elsewhere, 

and had procured a small grant 

contingent on our purchase of 

the lot, but that didn’t work out. 

Late last year Iris Whitworth, 

who works for the County, 

connected our garden group 

with Pittsburgh History and 

Landmarks Foundation, which 

had been working separately 

on finding a use for the site 

In the background Randi Lowe waters her tomatoes at the Hamnett garden. Years ago, she lived in the 
apartments that stood on this same spot. 

What gave you the idea for the garden?

 I originally decided to start a garden shortly 

after I moved to Hamnett Place in 2007. I moved 

to the Pittsburgh area from New York City about 

10 years ago, and I was inspired by the amazing 

gardens in the Lower East Side of Manhattan 

that serve as both food gardens and community 

gardening spaces. I felt like Wilkinsburg, with its 

abundance of empty, blighted lots, would really 

benefit from gardens like that.

Where did you get the idea for Garden 

Dreams?

Garden Dreams Urban Farm & Nursery 

wasn’t really an idea I ever had. It organically 

morphed into existence from another business 

venture which was all about garden design. 

The alignment of some events brought it into 

existence including the acquisition of a couple 

vacant lots, my passion for gardening, available 

free time, a burgeoning interest in heirloom 

tomatoes and an over-abundance of produce. 

How did you find the property to start Garden 

Dreams?

The property presented itself to me. I 

owned property contiguous to lots that became 

available due to tax delinquency and I wanted a 

Interview with Rachel Courtney

Interview with Mindy Schwartz

Afew of the herbs and plant sets that Garden Dreams has to offer.

Sorry...
Due to a mailing error, your June issue was 

mailed late (last week). We apologize. We 

hope you enjoy this new issue.

continued on page 6
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Art in the Park Promises Summer Entertainment

Don’t miss this year’s Community Day on July 
30.  Activities begin at noon at the Penn Avenue 
Parklet, including fun and games for kids, 
entertainment, community information, and food. 

LHRC Offers Free Do-It-
Yourself Workshops

Free workshops are available at the 

Landmark Housing resource Center (LHrC)  

744 rebecca Avenue in Wilkinsburg: 

• Exterior/Interior Home Maintenance

Instructed by Karen Hanchett

Saturday, July 16, 2 p.m.

• Backyard Composting

Instructed by Nick Schorr of the 

Pennsylvania resources Council

Saturday, July 30,  2 p.m.

• Window Restoration Series (Part 1)

Instructed by Don reed of reed 

Woodworks

Saturday, August 13, 2 p.m.

• Window Restoration Series (Part 2)

Instructed by Union Project

Saturday, August 27,  2 p.m.

The LHrC workshops require an rSVP 

by contacting Mary Lu Denny by phone 

at 412-471-5808 ext. 527 or via e-mail at 

marylu@phlf.org.

The Wilkinsburg Historical Society has 

two books for sale at the Wilkinsburg Public 

Library. :Wilkinsburg High School: Century of 

Learning, 1911-2011 and Images of America: 

Wilkinsburg, 1788-1962. All proceeds from 

their sale benefit the Historical Society’s 

archive preservation fund.

The board of The Wilkinsburg Sun thanks 

the Federal Home Loan Bank, the Wilkinsburg 

Blueprint committee and the Wilkinsburg 

Community Development Corporation 

for a recently completed fundraising and 

development plan.

A $2,500 mini-grant was received 

from the Federal Home Loan Bank through 

the Blueprint Community committee, 

administrated by the WCDC. The plan offers 

The Sun strategies to pursue in order to 

continue to provide Wilkinsburg residents with 

important information about the community, 

free of charge.

In the next year, readers may see some 

residents can enjoy some music, art, fun and food in the Wilkinsburg Parklet on Penn 

Ave. (across from Jean’s Soul Food)  every Thursday 6–8:30 p.m. Scheduled events include:

July 21 Dream Job (Mayor John Thompson; Biker’s Nite—all 

bikers welcome.) 

July 28 DJ (Bobby B)

August 4 Tony Jackson Trio 

August 11 To Be Announced

August 18 Smoke Band  (Christyles Beauty & Barber Shop)

August 25 DJ (Bobby B)

Questions can be directed to Antoinette “Toni” at 412-580-6716 

or tonilove2@att.net. All are welcome. Bringing a chair is suggested.

changes that will arise from the information 

in the plan and the board is excited to see 

what the future brings for The Sun, and more 

importantly, for Wilkinsburg! The board thanks 

all involved with the grant, including consultants 

John Stephen and Cathy McCollom. 

Mini-Grant Offers Strategies for Future of The Sun

Books Benefit Historical Preservation

The Borough is looking for interested 

residents to join the Parks and recreation 

Advisory Board. Interested parties can  down–

load a talent bank application from the Borough 

website at http://www.wilkinsburgpa.gov/

uploads/TalentBankApplicationFormFINAL.

pdf and submit it to the Borough Manager’s 

office or call the Borough office at 244-2900, 

ext. 101..

Borough Looks to Fill 
Opening on Parks and 
Recreation Advisory Board
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PROBLEMS WITH TRASH PICK-UP? CALL 412.244.2923

Wilkinsburg borough

UPCOMInG MEETInGS

8/1 (Mon.) 6 p.m. Wilkinsburg Planning Commission

8/3 (Tues.) 7 p.m. Wilkinsburg Borough Council planning session

8/17 (Wed.) 5:30 p.m. Public Safety

8/17 (Wed.) 7 p.m. Wilkinsburg Borough Council legislative session

8/18 (Thurs.) 9:30 A.m. Finance Committee

8/22 (Mon.) 5:30 p.m. Tax Committee

8/23 (Tues.) 7:00 p.m. School Board Meeting (718 Wallace Ave.)

8/24 (Wed.) 6:30 p.m. Capital Planning

9/5 (Mon.) 6 p.m. Wilkinsburg Planning Commission

9/7 (Wed.) 7 p.m. Wilkinsburg Borough Council planning session

All meetings are at Wilkinsburg Borough Building, 605 Ross Avenue. unless noted.

Important numbers

Mayor’s Office	 	
(412)	224-2920

Borough Manager		 	
(412)	244-2900	ext	101

Borough Receptionist		 	
(412)	244-2900	ext	101

Finance Dept.		 	
(412)	244-2948

Code Enforcement		 	
(412)	244-2923

Public Works Dept.		 	
(412)	244-2934

Police Emergency	 	
911

Police Non-Emergency  
(412)	473-3056

Police Hotline	(Complaint)	
(412)	244-4300

Police Chief	
(412)	244-2915

Fire Emergency	
911

Fire Chief	
(412)	244-2931

Berkheimer  
Tax	Administrator	
(866)	227-4716

Adult Library
(412)	244-2940

Children’s Library
(412)	244-2944

Eastridge Library	
(412)	342-0056

Weed and Seed  
(412)	244-0643

www.wilkinsburgpa.gov

can expect to “see us running around and 

getting things done.” To 

spur momentum to improve 

the borough, he plans to do 

“some very proactive code 

enforcement.”

One way to improve code 

enforcement is to improve 

communication between 

residents and the code 

enforcement office. Gramz 

hopes to use the web as a tool 

for residents to report code 

issues and also encourage the 

department in its work.

In the next issue, look for an 

introduction to the new director of public 

works, Roy Clark.

The borough welcomes new Code 

Enforcement Director Sean 

Gramz. Gramz comes to the 

borough with experience in 

construction, inspection, and 

code enforcement. He spent 10 

years in the navy as a fire fighter and 

inspector and also has experience 

as a private contractor, the a 

planning commission chairman, 

and a PennDot transportation 

construction inspector. 

He received his building 

inspector certification in 2004 

and has served in code enforcement for 

several municipalities, including Callery, 

where he still works part-time.

Gramz says that Wilkinsburg residents 

In the next several weeks, a unique 

stretch of sidewalk will be installed on 

S. Trenton Ave. as a demo project of Nine-

Mile run Watershed Association (NMrWA). 

The special material, known as Flexi®-

Pave, allows water to pass through to the 

ground below. The porous quality prevents 

storm water run off.

It also, as Brenda Smith, executive 

director of NMrWA explained, minimizes 

tree roots protruding through the sidewalk 

surface: “The reason is that tree roots are 

looking for water that is on the other side.” 

When a surface allows water to pass through 

deep into the soil below, the tree roots are 

less likely to search upward.

Another special thing about the sidewalk 

material is that it is made from recycled tires 

and epoxy. The result is a substance that won’t 

crack or heave and that addresses another 

environmental hazard—abandoned tires.

The sidewalk installation will be about 

70 feet along S. Trenton Ave. near Biddle 

Ave. 

Flexi®-Pave, manufactured by KB 

Industries, is not the only permeable paving 

option, but one of the most accommodating. 

Up to this time, it has been used extensively 

in Florida and NY state, but not in 

Pennsylvania yet, explained Smith.

The borough code requires concrete 

to be used on sidewalks, but NMrWA 

obtained a variance for the installation and 

hopes that the code might be amended in 

the future to open the door for more earth-

friendly options. 

new Leadership for Code Enforcement
South Trenton Ave. to 
Have Example of Earth-
Friendly Sidewalk

Attention: Residents Who Own Security Systems

recently there has been confusion among some residents who 

believe that there is a yearly fee owed to the Borough or the City 

of Pittsburgh if you have a security system in Wilkinsburg. THIS 

IS NOT TrUE. At this time, there is no annual fee for Wilkinsburg 

residents who have security systems. The Borough may elect to 

change this in the future, but there is no fee currently.
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D E V E L O P M E N T  N E W S  

www.wilkinsburgcdc.org 

STATE REPRESENTATIVE 
 JOSEPH PRESTON, JR. 

Duquesne Light Awards WCDC Power of Light Grant 
Wilkinsburg Community Development Corporation (WCDC) has  
received a $20,000 grant from Duquesne Light Company to  
refurbish 63 existing decorative lampposts in the Borough of  
Wilkinsburg’s business district. 

The lamppost refurbishment project is part of the larger 
Streetscape Improvement Program by WCDC to improve the      
business district, which includes fabricating and installing 22 new 
litter receptacles, installing 80 decorative banners and pruning 44 
existing street trees, resulting in a $65,000 overall investment.  Other 
supporters include:  Representative Joseph Preston, Jr., Fifth/Third 
Bank, TriState Capital Bank and the PA Department of Community and Economic Development. 

The utility’s grant was made through its "Power of Light"   program, which places a special focus on  
illuminating regional and neighborhood landmarks, recreational lighting, as well as lighting initiatives           
promoting economic vitality, safety and security in the various communities and neighborhoods Duquesne 
Light serves. 

Wilkinsburg Mayor John Thompson, who also serves as president of the WCDC, said, “We are     
grateful to Duquesne Light for this grant.  It helps to ensure safe and attractive streets as we strive to rebuild 
our business corridor.” 

The Streetscape Improvement Program will continue through September. 

Wilkinsburg Community Development Corporation  | 1001 Wood Street | 412-727-7855 | info@wilkinsburgcdc.org 

Wilkinsburg Community Development Corporation 
July/ August 

       You can help by sending a 
 tax-deductible contribution to: 

WCDC 
1001 Wood St. 

 Wilkinsburg, PA  15221 
 

***DONATE ON-LINE*** 

Lisa Minor, Duquesne Light’s Senior Community 
Relations Specialist presents the grant award to 
Mayor John Thompson, WCDC President. 

WCDC Announces Election of Executive Committee 
At our May 12 annual meeting, the WCDC announced the election of the 2011 –2012  
Executive Committee.  Leslie Patterson who has served as Vice-President for the past 
two years was elected President of the Board.  Camiel D. Williams will serve as Vice-
President, Ralph Yearick will continue as Secretary and Glenn McKenzie will serve as 
Treasurer.  Mayor John Thompson will continue to serve on the Executive Committee as 
immediate past president.  Their terms will begin on July 1, 2011 and end June 30, 
2012.. 
Photographs from this years Annual Meeting can be viewed on our Facebook page. 

Leslie Patterson,  
President of the Board 
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WILKInSBURg SCHOOL DISTRICT

www.wilkinsburgschools.org

Left: Young women 
plant one of four 
native trees

Right and below: 
The finished garden 
includes welcoming 
paths and benches.

Wilkinsburg Kiwanis Award Goes to Ravin Woods

On the first day of work, June 7, the lot is still muddy and weedy.,

Wilkinsburg High School’s Key Club worked with The Nine Mile run 

Watershed Association (NMrWA) to transform a vacant lot next to the high 

school into a unique green space. 

Over a period of three days during the last week of school, the students 

weeded, tilled, graded, planted and constructed, converting unusable space to a 

welcoming garden that can be used as an outdoor classrom.

Last December, NMrWA staff Lisa Brown and Sara Madden gave a series 

of design charrettes and educational presentations to help the students create 

a space that would address the issues of vacant land and stormwater runoff in 

an urban setting. The students spent two days on concepts, site analysis, and 

plant selection. 

Madden then used the students’ input to create three conceptual drawings 

to present to the Key Club.  The winning design includes a rain garden to address 

the run-off from an adjacent parking lot, four large native trees and an outdoor 

classroom and seating area.

High School Students Transform Vacant Lot

2011 graduate ravin Woods 

is this year’s recipient of the 

33rd annual Kiwanis Club of 

Wilkinsburg’s School and 

Community Service Award.

ravin ranked second in her 

class, and was a cheerleader for four 

years, played volleyball, and was a 

member of the Key Club. She was on 

the honor roll all four years.

ravin is the daughter of 

Eleanoray Albert and plans to 

attend Slippery rock University 

and major in physical therapy and 

someday open a clinic for children.

Kiwanis has provided this 

award since 1979. The award of 

$600, accompanied by a framed 

certificate, is given to the applicant 

who is a graduating senior and best 

exemplifies service to the school 

and community.
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Check Out the 
Library

vacant lot (which was formerly a derelict 

building) look a lot better and has fostered 

many relationships between neighbors. 

Are there plans for expansion?

We have plans to landscape the rest of 

the lot, and by next year we plan to expand 

the vegetable garden to 20 beds.

Do you have to live in the immediate area 

to participate?

Anyone can have a plot, however, 

Wilkinsburg residents are given priority. 

Currently we have a waiting list, but the cost 

is $35 a year plus a $5 deposit refundable 

upon cleanup of the plot at the end of the 

season....We also offer Friend of the Garden 

memberships for $15 a year—these give 

members a higher spot on the waiting list 

and the fee can be put toward the plot fee if a 

space opens up. 

What advice would you give to a resident 

who wants to start such a garden in his or 

her neighborhood?

I’d tell them to think about access to 

water over everything else, and that if they’re 

not able to buy the lot, to try to find one with 

an owner who’s willing to grant the garden 

group a long term lease!

Did you know 

Wilkinsburg Public 

Library has a large 

selection of DVDs 

available to check 

out with a library 

card?

There are 

feature films like 

The Girl Who Kicked 

the Hornet’s Nest; children’s movies like 

Diary of a Wimpy Kid; documentaries like 

Hurricanes or George Washington Carver:  

an Uncommon Way, or old classics like  Cat 

on a Hot Tin Roof.  Then there are the TV 

shows in sets like the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective 

Agency, or the various seasons of Battlestar 

Galactica. Patrons can check out up to five 

DVDs and keep them for a week.

As is true of books and other library 

materials, if patrons do not find what they 

are looking for at the library, they can order 

it from another public library in Allegheny 

County—as long as it is in the catalog. More 

information is available by calling 412-244-

2940. More information is available at: www.

wilkinsburglibrary.org.

of the former regency apartment building. 

They surveyed the community and found that 

neighbors wanted to see a green space on 

the lot.

With PHLF’s help, we applied for an 

Allegheny Grows grant….This grant provided 

more than enough funding to cover all of our 

construction and equipment costs. We also 

received donations of plants from Garden 

Dreams.

Where did your interest in gardening come 

from?

I grew up with a mother who is an avid 

flower gardener, but I became interested in 

vegetable gardening later in life. I started out 

gardening in containers in various apartments 

in New York and Pittsburgh; then my husband 

and I moved to Wilkinsburg and got a real 

back yard!

What are your three best gardening tips?

(1) Prune your tomatoes, maybe even 

more than you think you should! (2) Leave 

enough space between plants (they will grow!) 

(3) Plant flowers with your vegetables! They’re 

pretty and many of them keep away pests and/

or attract pollinators.

What benefits for the 

community do you see 

from the garden?

It has made a 

A couple times per month, the residents of Wilkinsburg may 

see a group of men with bright yellow vests walking the streets. 

These men, says George Spencer, are MADDADS.

Spencer is the president of the Pittsburgh chapter and national 

secretary of the organization, which stands for Men Against 

Destruction Defending Against Drugs and Social Disorder.

On June 18, MADDADS hosted its 5th annual Father’s Day 

event in Wilkinsburg at Hamnett Place Park ‘n ride. There were 

games, a moon bounce, and a tug-of-war where the police officers 

helped the kids win.

 Andy Warhol Museum hosted arts and crafts and the University 

of Pittsburgh’s mobile science lab showed kids the relationship 

between their heart rate and exercise.

“We just kind of put our heads together and see what we can 

get done,” says Spencer, who says the event is a success without 

any government money. Private donors and neighbors make sure 

that the event happens because they believe in the message.

“Our goal is to get the strong drug-free men in the community 

to become the surrogate dads in the community.”

MADDADS Makes a Difference in Borough

RACHEL COURTNEY, continued from page 1
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Jim Butler, President 
ID # 139251 

 PROFESSIONAL MORTGAGE CONNECTION, LLC 
 

412-672-5060 
 

(Licensed by the PA Department of Banking) 

“Unique Home Loan Programs” 

Fresh • Locally Grown

Chamber Meeting Schedule

The Greater Wilkinsburg Chamber of Commerce (GWCOC) holds board meetings on the 

third Thursday of every month at 8 a.m. 

Meetings are open to chamber members and are held at the Wilkinsburg Borough 

building. To receive more information about GWCOC or to sign up for upcoming events 

please visit wilkinsburgchamber.com or call 412-242-0234.

“Business After Hours”

The chamber will have a table at Wilkinsburg Community Day on July 30. Stop by and say 

hello to local business owners.

“Our mission is to improve the 
economic, civic and cultural 
well being of the community.”

Greater Wilkinsburg 
Chamber of Commerce
www.wilkinsburgchamber.com 
412.252.0234

bigger garden, the price was right and I was 

young and full of energy. 

What does your nursery and farm offer?

The farm has many goals that center 

around being a building block and green 

magnet for the community. We have 

much we dream of that has yet to be 

accomplished.  For now though we’re slowly 

but surely working to build up our ability 

to offer a regular Saturday morning farm 

stand for Hamnett Place residents. Our long 

term goal is to acquire more lots and grow 

vegetables on a neighborhood scale. All of 

these efforts are supported through the sale 

of seedlings. We have over 400 varieties of 

vegetables, herbs, flowers and fruit in our 

catalog including 100+ varieties of heirloom 

tomatoes... our specialty.   

How did you know how to start such a 

venture?

I didn’t. I’m an avid gardener and us 

gardening folk tend to be a little loopy.  

What advice to you have for other urban 

farmers?

Test your soil, have a back up plan for 

MINDY SCHWARTZ, continued from page  1

continued on next page

Heaven’s Rainbow, Inc., Invites Public to Kickoff Event
Heaven’s rainbow, Inc. (HrI) will host a 

“Coming Out Event” on Wednesday, July 20 

at Deliverance Baptist Church, 812 Swissvale 

Ave. from 1-6 p.m. 

Heaven’s rainbow, Inc., is a non-profit 

organization dedicated to improving the 

lives of single mothers ages 13-25 and their 

children. All interested individuals, agencies, 

and organizations are invited to attend this 

informative event. Knowledgeable HrI staff 

will be on-hand to answer questions and 

refreshments will be provided. For more 

information call 412-731-0777 or e-mail info@

heavensrainbow.org.

Don’t miss the
 Wilkinsburg Farmers Market

every Thursday through Nov. 18
3–6 p.m. in the Ross Avenue Parking Lot
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Musical Tutoring by Vicki 
Private Piano & Voice Lessons

in Wilkinsburg for youth and adults

412-246-9720
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income, follow your heart, seek the advice of 

others, join the Pennsylvania Association for 

Sustainable Agriculture, find a free source of 

organic matter, diversify your income streams, 

have fun and work for the greater good. 

Tell us a bit about yourself. What other 

ways are you involved in the Wilkinsburg 

community?

I’ve lived in Wilkinsburg a long time and 

helped form the Hamnett Place Neighborhood 

Association which was active years ago and 

led to many good things.  I’ve also contributed 

as a past board member to the new Wilkinsburg 

Community Development Corporation which 

is a great new organization.  During the day, 

while two very capable urban farmers - Bob 

Madden and Hannah reiff manage Garden 

Dreams, I’m work at Construction Junction 

doing IT stuff. 

Where did your interest in gardening 

come from?

I started gardening when i was ten and 

no one in my family gardened so who knows. 

What are your three best gardening tips?

Well let’s see... 1) plant your tomato 

seedlings very deep. Straight down, 

burying about 90% of the plants. roots will 

form along the stem and your plant will be 

healthier.  2) Focus on your soil.  Double dig 

it - deeply.  As deep as you can manage with 

out keeling over.  And add in lots of organic 

matter. 3) Diversify—plant lots of variety 

and flowers and herbs to help promote 

good insects and in general a thriving urban 

ecosystem.

MINDY SCHWARTZ, continued from page 6
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