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SIX YEARS AGO Sue Bridge, a writer 
and consultant then in her late sixties, 
moved from Boston to eight acres of 
south-facing forest and meadows in 
the rural town of Conway, in western 

Massachusetts. She built a solar-powered house 
and has transformed about half of the land into 
Wildside Gardens, a permaculture farm on which 
she grows fruit and nut trees, berries, rice and pe-
rennial vegetables. 

“I think of it as my ‘Hail Mary pass’ to the next 
generation,” says Bridge. “When cheap oil disap-
pears and we can’t get food from California or 
Venezuela, what are the kids in this climate going 
to eat in the winter?” 

Her solution is permaculture. The term, coined 
in the 1970s by Australians Bill Mollison and David 

Holmgren, combines “permanent” and “agricul-
ture.” The concept taps numerous disciplines, 
including ecology, organic farming and sustainable 
design, to achieve food security, conserve water, 
prevent erosion, avoid chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides and restore wildlife habitat. Every ele-
ment, from a chicken coop to an individual plant, 
must provide benefi ts to the whole system, such 
as shade, soil improvement, mulching material or 
pollinator habitat. Plants must be drought and pest 
resistant as well as productive. 

Bridge chose well in relocating to Conway, a 
hilltown on the western edge of the Connecticut 
River Valley. The valley is home to more than two 
dozen colleges, and the hinterlands bristle with 
educated iconoclasts. Bridge studies books on 
permaculture by Eric Toensmeier and Dave Jacke, 
both of whom live in western Massachusetts. 
She buys plants from sources including Jona-
than Bates’s nursery, Food Forest Farm (perma
culturenursery.com), part of an urban permacul-

by Jane Roy Brown 
photographs by Bill Regan

DesıgnDOUBLE-DUTY

Permaculture puts plants to work for the benefi t of the whole          garden

All this grew at Food Forest Farm in Massachusetts. The 
harvest includes kiwis, persimmons, Asian pear and paw paw. 
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ture garden he designed with Toensmeier. Another 
local expert, Jono Neiger, and his colleagues at the 
Regenerative Design Group helped plan her self-
reliant house and landscape. 

Wildside Gardens includes four long terraces 
carved into the sunny hillside below her house. 
“With seven small organic gardens tucked into 
seven distinct micro-climates, food production 
is ramping up,” Bridge says. Anticipating an oil-
scarce future, she works without machines or 
petroleum products, including plastic. On the top-
most terraces she grows perennial herbs and veg-
etables including groundnuts (Apios americana), 
Turkish rocket (Bunias orientalis), good King 
Henry (Chenopodium bonus-henricus), sea kale 
(Crambe maritima) and stevia (Stevia rebaudiana). 
Like asparagus, such plants need little tending and 
produce abundantly without yearly tilling, which 
disturbs the soil’s balance of microbes. The third 
terrace is devoted to plants that nurture pollina-
tors and other helpful insects. The fourth, near the 
base of the slope, is where Bridge lets aggressive 
edibles—horseradish, sunchokes, husk cherries—
fi ght it out. Below these lie a small greenhouse and 
a bed with familiar annual vegetables like squash 
and tomatoes.

After months of observing the patterns of 
wind, water and sun on Bridge’s property, Neiger 
planned the land uses and laid out gardens accord-
ing to permaculture principles. Her fruit trees, for 

� 
Her fruit trees, for instance, form the canopy of an “edible forest”—a 

vertically tiered planting of trees, understory and woodland-edge shrubs 

and groundcover plants—that mimics the synergy of a forest. 

Top right: Sue Bridge's permaculture garden. Right: Native 
purslane, a common garden “weed,” is a source of omega-3 
for use in soups and salads. Opposite page, top to bottom: 

Grapevines grow on a corner of Bridge’s house. A rustic arbor 
supports hardy kiwi; netting prevents birds from spreading 

its seeds. Anise hyssop, orange nasturtiums, basil and other 
herbs spill down a slope above Jono Neiger's garden pond.   
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3 IDEAS 
FOR GETTING 
STARTED IN 
PERMACULTURE

1. Attract benefi cial insects with 
plants from the mustard, carrot 
and aster families. If they're 
allowed to bloom, their fl owers 
feed parasitic wasps and fl ies, 
whose young feed on insect pests. 
Planting options include dill, 
artichokes, sunfl owers, mustard 
and radish. 

2. Some plants mine soil 
nutrients with their long taproots, 
bringing nitrogen, potassium and 
phosphorus closer to the surface, 
where shallowly rooted plants 
can access them. These "nutrient 
miners" include so-called weeds, 
such as dandelion and chicory 
(both of which are edible), and 
ornamental fl owers, too, like 
marigold, yarrow and lupine.

3. Use living mulches. These can 
be quick-growing perennials that 
can be sheared several times a 
season and their foliage distributed 
as mulch; or low-growing vining 
annuals, such as pumpkin, that 
shade the ground with their large 
leaves as they grow.

ONLINE EXTRA!
Learn more about permaculture at 
hortmag.com/?p=79141.
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Above: One 
terrace in Sue 

Bridge's Conway 
permaculture 

garden includes 
sea kale, Turkish 

rocket, stevia 
and other plants 

that need little 
tending. Right: 

Permaculture 
expert Jonathan 

Bates with a 
fig tree. Far 

right: Inside the 
greenhouse at 

Food Forest Farm, 
Bates lifts a board 

to reveal a bed 
where worms 
compost food 

scraps. 
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instance, form the canopy of an “edible forest”—a 
vertically tiered planting of trees, understory and 
woodland-edge shrubs and groundcover plants—
that mimics the synergy of a forest. 

Neiger, an ecologist and conservation biologist, 
and his wife, Kemper Carlsen, a biologist, have cre-
ated a similar project on their three acres in nearby 
Leverett. Their garden includes a plant palette 
similar to Bridge’s, plus free-range chickens and 
a bathtub-size pond with edible perennial water 
plants—all part of a design that invites “ecology 
and biodiversity back into the garden,” Neiger ex-
plains. 

Food Forest Farm is an important source of lo-
cally hard-to-fi nd plants. Holyoke, an old mill city 
in the Connecticut River Valley, seems an unlikely 
place for an agricultural experiment: tiny back-
yards are tucked behind two- and three-family 
dwellings. But on Paradise Lot, a mere tenth of an 
acre behind the two-family house they own jointly, 
Bates and Toensmeier raise most of the produce 
for both households—including bananas, persim-
mons, perennial vegetables and hardy kiwis—plus 
silkworms and chickens. In their new greenhouse 
they will soon be raising freshwater fi sh and lob-
ster. Even the two-by-six-foot patch of soil in the 
parking lot provides eggplant, sweet potatoes, 
tomatillos, shiso (Perilla frutescens) and chipilín 
(Crotalaria longirostrata), a perennial legume. 
“The neighbors are pretty fascinated,” says Bates, 
a social ecologist.

Toensmeier, an economic botanist, consults on 
sustainable food sources all over the world as part 
of his business, Perennial Solutions. He has written 
several books, including two major permaculture 
sourcebooks: Edible Forest Gardens, with Dave 
Jacke, and Perennial Vegetables. A new book, with 
contributions from Bates, chronicles their experi-
ment: Paradise Lot: Two Plant Geeks, One-Tenth of 
an Acre, and the Making of an Edible Garden Oasis 
in the City.

Sue Bridge is becoming a bit of plant geek her-
self. Last fall she started a nettle patch. “No, really,” 
she laughs. “They’re a great source of vitamins and 
minerals, great for tea and in soups.” �

JANE ROY BROWN, a writer based in western Massachusetts, is Di-
rector of Educational Outreach for the Library of American Landscape 
History. BILL REGAN is a photographer and artist.

� 
But on Paradise Lot, a mere 

tenth of an acre behind the two-family 

house they own jointly, Bates 

and Toensmeier raise most of the 

produce for both households—

including bananas, persimmons, 

perennial vegetables and hardy kiwis—

plus silkworms and chickens.
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