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LETTUCE GROW GARDEN FOUNDATION NEWS Update 
 
This is just a note to let 
you know things are going 
along very well this 
summer, crops coming in 
at all the prisons, classes 
in place in two facilities 
and close to in place at a 
third. Donations are going 
to local food banks from three prisons. I am just thrilled 
weekly to hear about what is going on in each facility. We 
have built such a strong footprint and strong relationships 
in our prisons in our three short years. My daily tasks 
revolve around this conversation buzz among volunteers, 
prison staff and Department of Corrections personnel. We 
have had some great guest speakers and are looking for 
more people who can show how urban farming can be 
integrated into their lives. 
 

Congrats Grads 
Two inmates in two facilities (Columbia River in Portland 
and Santiam in Salem) have graduated from the OSU 
Master Gardener class, one with a 96 and one a 97% on the 
final exam! Several more have completed their final exams 
and await results. We hope to integrate these men into 
local county Master Gardener programs when they get out. 
At the Portland facility, an inmate who is a teacher has 
taught a class segment on composting and we hope to 
facilitate more of that. That inmate has been wonderful 
about doing beautiful bulletin boards, organizing study 
groups, developing quizzes which we can then use system-
wide. We have a steady new volunteer here in Portland 
who is a retired teacher and Master Gardener, and he has 
been great about getting our education processes more 
formalized. We continue to work with Oregon Food Bank 
on this as well.  
 

Proposed Merger 
A proposed merger into Marion Polk Food Share (MPFS) is 
still under deep construction. They are a regional food 
bank, distrubuting 200,000 pounds of food a day and 

moving toward growing the food they distribute. They also 
work already with the Department of Correections on an 
innovative farm project. They are close to making a full 
proposal to us. It is very clear that they want us to continue 
to exist as a distinct project within their structure. No 
certain timetable on this, but this would take a lot of 
infrastructure development off our plate so we can focus 
on our mission: education and food production. 
 

Youth Garden Pilot Project 
I've been contacted by the MacLaren Youth Facility in 
Woodburn, following up my earlier meeting with Frank 
Martin, Oregon Youth Authority Education and Vocational 
Coordinator. They are piloting a garden project there after 
a year-long planning process that made me a politically-
correct green with admiration! They kicked off with 70 
raised beds. Two staff are coming to our class in Portland 
and afterward we will meet with the Food Bank to talk 
about their Seed to Supper curriculum. We gave them the 
OSU Master Gardener DVD and they are excited about 
implementing this class for their youth, aged 18-24. We will 
continue to mentor them. 
 

Looking Forward 
The week of August 12th, I plan a road trip through Eastern 
Oregon to visit the gardens in five facilities, and talk to 
them about how we might work together over the winter 
and next year. I have a new national source for any 
(organic, non GMO) seeds we need, so we can offer that, 
and the Master Gardener DVD to these facilities. I attended 
the Master Gardeners' Mini-College in July and there was a 
lot of interest in our project in informal ways. Gail 
Langelletto, head of the statewide Master Gardener 
Program, was kind enough to say nice things about us in a 
business meeting, so we got a lot of informal publicity 
there. At Columbia River Correctional in Portland we are 
having a meeting this month to plan the garden and class 
structure for the winter and spring. There is some exciting 
interest there about a hydroponic project on the rooftop 
next year! 

 
 Thanks for your support of Lettuce Grow!               Keep your eye on our blog for updates. 
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'Lettuce Grow' Brings Gardens, Classes to Oregon Prisons 

Program allows inmates to produce food for themselves, local food banks 

Brian Stimson Of The Skanner News 

June 30, 2011 

Max Williams, director of the Oregon Department of Corrections, presented 

the department's 2011 Citizen of the Year award to Lettuce Grow's founder, 

Portland attorney Sarah Patterson for her work helping to establish gardens 

in state prisons. Photo courtesy Lettuce Grow Foundation 

  
In seven Oregon state prisons, one job assignment has become especially sought-after; at one, you have to be all but a lifer to get on 

the team. 

The prison garden, according to a number of program administrators around the state, has become a way for inmates to learn new 

skills, cooperate on a project and help feed themselves and their communities. 

While there haven’t been any studies completed on the effect the program has on recidivism or aggression, administrators say they see 

a difference in the attitudes of the inmate gardeners. 

“It’s been very positive,” says Dale Ahlstrom, physical plant manager at Columbia River Correctional Institution. 

For the last two years, the Lettuce Grow program has been a driving force behind seven prison gardens in the state of Oregon. In 

addition to finding donated seeds, soil amendments, and volunteers, program founder Sarah Patterson helped bring in an Oregon State 

University Master Gardener class to each of the facilities that Lettuce Grow assists. 

“I have never seen so many excited, engaged students,” Patterson said. “It’s like they’re discovering science for the first time. They’re 

discovering laws that can’t be broken: Mother Nature’s.” 

And just last month, the class at the Santiam prison graduated its first Master Gardener, who earned a 97 percent on the exam. She 

says that the class at Columbia River has formed their own study group and one inmate student has created a bulletin board where he 

posts articles and other information about gardening. 

They’ve encouraged inmates to bring in tough questions about gardening for Master Gardeners to answer – and then showing them 

without internet connections in the institutions how to go about connecting with other Master Gardeners to get the answers. 

“Inmates bring in some really tough questions,” she said. 

Dan Bielenberg, who runs the program at Santiam Correctional Institution, says he sees “the light switch go on” when inmates take 

the class and get hands-on training in the gardens, which are all organic. 

“My expectation is that they’ll make their community a better place,” he said of gardener inmates when they’re released. 

The gardens are also making the prisons better places. 

More than about 60 percent of the produce from gardens is used in the prison cafeteria. The rest is donated to the Oregon Food Bank. 

Ahlstrom said without Lettuce Grow volunteers to pick up the extra produce to take for the Feed the Hungry program, there wouldn’t 

be a way to make the delivery. Before the program began operating at Columbia River, he’d make a call out to other state agencies to 

pick up the extra produce. 

“There are years when I’ve grown way too much,” he said. 

Last year, with a nearly non-existent summer, crop yields were down by several thousand pounds. This year, the garden project 

administrators are all hoping for more food – for the inmate’s stomachs as well as the community. 

Right now, Ahlstrom is growing a lot of vegetables that will store well such as beans, zucchini, and squash. Over at Santiam, 

Bielenberg and the inmates are growing garlic, potatoes, chives, shallots, tomatoes, and have experimental plots with corn, beans and 

squash. 

Looking forward, Patterson would like to expand the program to more prisons. Other prisons have their own gardens and she’d like to 

assist them by expanding those gardens and the Master Gardener classes. She says the nonprofit organization needs more volunteers, 

including an executive director who could write grants and help raise money from the community. She’s also trying to develop a 

protocol for establishing a garden program for prisons in other states. 

“How many cherry tomatoes do you need to grow to give each inmate one tomato,” she asked. 

With 60,000 pounds of food produced for Lettuce Grow institutions and 20,000 given to local food banks, it seems this nonprofit has 

it figured out.  


