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FAIRFIELD — It didn't help that the wheelbarrow wouldn't cooperate today or that his shoes kept slipping. But somehow the teen got the entire pile of dirt into the raised garden bed. Amid some good-natured ribbing from his workmates, that is.

“Hey, are you going to fix that?” one teen pointed out with a grin when he saw a freshly minted footprint in a raised bed he'd just finished leveling. A footprint made by the teen wielding the wheelbarrow.

Both boys are workmates but they're also fellow inmates in the New Foundations program, which is part of the Juvenile Detention Facility in Fairfield. The program, which has 30 incarcerated juveniles and is housed in a different area of the detention facility, is for minimum-security offenders and mostly contains teens with probation or drug-related violations, said Richard Watson, the superintendent of the detention facility.

Because the offenders are juveniles their names and faces aren't being used in this story.

New Foundations is a behavior modification-based program lasting a minimum of four months where privileges are earned. One of those privileges is the ability to work outdoors on facility property once a week with a group of Solano County master gardeners, creating a large garden in an area that once housed the former juvenile hall.

“It's really good to see them work so well with an older generation of people,” said Anthony Nicks, the senior group counselor. “It's a beautiful thing to watch.”

In addition to the extensive vegetable and orchard component, the garden will eventually have an ornamental portion to it, which will include a gazebo, a meeting/teaching area, flowers, an herb garden and a rose area.

Volunteering with the master gardeners is Jim Simon, the ground supervisor for Solano County who, along with Watson, came up with the garden concept. Simon has hustled up much of the donations for the project, which includes mulch, concrete blocks that create several of the beds, irrigation products, trees and some newly planted strawberries.

The goal of pairing the juveniles with the gardening project is to expose them to something different while allowing them to earn community service hours and give them some job experience, Nicks said.

“Never in my life would I have thought of gardening until I got out here and . . . saw how fun it could be,” said a 16-year-old male inmate from Vacaville with an infectious smile.

He's incarcerated for smoking marijuana, which violated his probation.

“I really like the planting and to see the stuff grow,” he said. “It gives you a good feeling to know that you did something good because I don't usually accomplish things in life.”

He admitted to being a repeat offender but said this is his first time in the New Foundation program. He said the program helped to teach him some life skills.

“It gives us a lot of ideas as to what we should do with life,” he said as he finished smoothing out the dirt in another bed.

The garden, which was designed a couple of months ago by master gardeners, already contains a small fledgling orchard with a variety of trees, including some blossoming cherry trees. The completed raised beds include raspberries, blackberries and boysenberries. An already-flowering blueberry bush sits between the beds. Another several beds were in the process of being built Tuesday. All will eventually contain vegetables.

“It teaches you how to work together,” a 17-year-old male from Vacaville said as he drilled screws into the wood to finish anchoring the corners of some more raised boxes.

The boy admitted to a drug problem and found himself locked up after not complying to his probation terms, which stemmed from felony drug charges.

“This kind of stuff makes me forget about everything,” he said. 

Like the other inmates, he worked steadily as he talked, solidifying the work ethic Jennifer Baumbach, the master gardener program coordinator, saw among the kids.

“They take pride in their work,” she said.

Reach Susan Winlow at 427-6955 or swinlow@dailyrepublic.net.

