
F YOU’RE looking
for a good excuse to
get outdoors and
forget about the

coronavirus this summer,
artist Dustin Gimbel’s
sculpture show “Sculp-
tura Botanica” at the
Sherman Library & Gar-
dens in Corona del Mar is
hard to beat.

“There’s nothing less
stressful than going to a
garden and looking at
beautiful plants,” said
Gimbel, a landscape
designer and ceramist

who created the works of
art at his home studio in
Long Beach. “For me,
Sherman Gardens is a
hidden gem, a jewel-box
garden where there is
something interesting for
every gardener.”

With ceramic blue
agave and euphorbia
towering over the succu-
lent garden, turquoise
equisetum rising above a
bed of artichokes, and the
soothing sounds of a
ceramics-filled bubbling
lily pond, the intimate

setting is a welcome dose
of beauty and calm during
troubling times. 

“I think it is what we
need right now,” Gimbel
said. “It’s been such a
crazy year.”

The garden is following
strict COVID-19 protocols:
All guests, with the excep-
tion of members, must
buy tickets beforehand,
sanitize hands upon
entering the gardens, stay
at least six feet apart and
wear a face mask. On a
recent visit, it was easy to
explore the 2-acre gar-
dens on wide brick paths
without bumping into
other visitors.

Sherman Library
Director Scott LaFleur
contacted Gimbel last
year after seeing his sculp-
tures in a garden he de-
signed in Long Beach.
After Gimbel consulted
with the on-site horticul-
turists, LaFleur’s request
for 15 botanical-themed
art installations blos-
somed to 176 sculptures
or, as Gimbel noted, 700
clay segments.

Gimbel credits the

exceptional mix of plants
at Sherman Gardens —
rare begonias, orchids,
bromeliads and carnivo-
rous plants — for inspir-
ing his sculptures. “It’s a
gardening enthusiast’s
backyard on steroids,” he
says. “There is a stagger-
ing amount of variety.
They pack in so many
interesting plants. It’s a
great place for visitors to
get ideas for their own
gardens.” 

Gimbel is happy his
works can offer a reprieve
for people quarantining at
home.

“I hope my show in-
spires people to look at
plants more closely the
next time they are on a
hike,” he said.

’Sculptura Botanica’
> Where: Sherman 
Library & Gardens,
2647 East Coast Highway,
Corona del Mar
> When: 10:30 a.m. to
4 p.m. daily through 
Sept. 15.
> Tickets: $5; members
free. (949) 673-2261;
thesherman.org

DUSTIN GIMBEL’S sculptures reimagine pollen,
“ever budding, growing and dispersing,” he says.
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VER THE LAST
10 years, Rishi Kumar has trans-
formed dirt plots and water-
guzzling lawns into thriving
gardens and farms. 

At his parents’ home in Dia-
mond Bar, where Kumar grew
up, he planted more than 80
fruit trees that yield thousands
of pounds of produce every year
and use half the water as a
typical lawn. The suburban
home has become a refuge for
bees, butterflies and a regular
chorus of birds. 

In Claremont, he replaced a
lawn with a garden full of trees
and native California vegeta-
tion, in exchange for harvesting
the fruit and using the space for
educational purposes. Spring
brings a bloom of California
poppies and other wildflowers
to the garden, which uses 80%
less water now. 

And in Pomona, he turned a
half-acre dirt plot into a farm
and an organic nursery of fruit
trees, vegetables and medicinal
herbs, where visitors can pick
and buy fruit and shop for
plants — by appointment. 

It’s hard to believe that Ku-
mar, 31, is largely self-taught; he
studied computer science in
college. When he got tired of
looking at a screen and got
curious about food, he spent a
summer at a rural farm in
northern India. The visit proved
life-changing, introducing him
to ecological approaches as well
as the sheer beauty and hard
work of agriculture.

Today, he owns his farm in
Pomona and shares what he’s
learned over the years through
demonstrations, workshops
and tips on Instagram @far-
merrishi, where he has nearly
14,000 followers. That’s one way
he’s managed to stay afloat in a
challenging profession.

“A lot of people I know just get
wrecked by the constant chal-
lenges, financial instability or
even land instability,” he said.
“People lose their farms after a
couple of years putting a lot of
love into them. Anyone who
does it does it out of pure love.”

What can gardening
do for us right now?

> People are looking for
grounded experiences espe-
cially right now, and I think
gardening is a very powerful
form of therapy.

When you’re in a garden and
you see, “Hey, the healthier this
kale plant is, the more nutrition
I’m going to be eating,” it very
clearly starts to show you that
how you care for someone else,
how you care for this plant is
directly tied to your own health.
Gardening shows you all this in
a really tangible, physical way
that not a lot of other things do.
It’s such an important way of
connecting with the earth,
connecting with ourselves and
eating well.

What can people find
at your farm in Pomona?

> We have a huge selection of
fruit trees, medicinal plants,
culinary herbs and perennial
vegetables. Recently, we’ve been
doing you-pick-fruit at the farm
with mulberries, apricots,
plums and strawberries. We sell
plants at our nursery.

We try to focus on plants that
will give people food to eat from
their garden without a lot of
effort. Most of the time when
people think [of] gardening,
they think vegetable gardening.
But growing vegetables is the
most difficult way to grow your
food. Vegetables take the most
time, the most care, the most
attention. We focus a lot on fruit
trees for that reason. We also
focus on plants called perennial
vegetables, which means you
plant it once, and then it’s going

to be giving you food for three,
four, five, even 10 to 15 years.
Examples of perennial vegeta-
bles are tree collards, New Zea-
land spinach, walking onion and
garlic chives.

Also, I’m a big fruit fanatic. I
have a collection of just amazing
fruits, and in my head I call my
nursery “tier-one fruits,” like
these are the best fruits. 

What’s included
in the tier-one fruits?

> Pomegranates, figs, guavas,
dragonfruits, sugarcane. Man-
goes, bananas. Not like store-
bought bananas but small ones.
We have a couple different
mango varieties that are all
Indian heritage, but they’ve
been interbred in Florida.

And then we actually have
one variety of our own. My mom
planted this mango seed eight
years ago, just from a mango
from the store.

When you grow a fruit from
seed, the tree that comes up is
not the same as the fruit that
you sow, just like you’re not
exactly like your parents. It’s
something new and unique.
Most people don’t grow fruit

trees from seed, because you
don’t know the exact fruit you’re
going to get.

But my mom planted the
seed, and it came up. At first, I
didn’t pay very much attention
to it. Then last year, after eight
years, it produced fruit. We got
these big, beautiful mangoes
with yellow, red, peach skin and
super golden flesh. They
smelled so good and turned out
incredible. So we named it
California Gold, and I’m work-
ing on propagating it now.

What’s your best
advice for a beginner
home garden?

> Anyone can start a garden in
any situation. There are plants
that can survive without ever
needing sunlight. My bathroom
plants — pothos, aloe vera,
dracaena — never get anything
but electrical light, and they
love it.

You can also start compost-
ing some of your food scraps at
home. We have this idea of
waste, that whatever you don’t
eat is trash. But when you take
that food waste and you say,
“OK, that’s not waste. This is a

gift. And I’m going to give the
gifts of my leftovers to my
worms, and my worms are going
to eat up my leftovers. They’re
going to create another gift
called worm compost. And I’m
going to feed this worm com-
post to my potted kale plant. My
kale plant is going to grow
healthier and give me food,”
you’re starting to see that
there’s this cycle of gifts. There’s
this gift economy that is there,
that we have not understood.
It’s actually really easy to tap
back into that. 

O K, I’m convinced.
So, what’s something
easy to plant in a small
space?

> Fresh herbs that you can put
into anything you’re cooking,
like oregano or basil. I have a
Chinese vegetable at my nurs-
ery called garlic chives. They’re
like onion chives, but they taste
like garlic. This is one of the
easiest plants on earth to grow,
and you can add that garlic
flavor into any of your foods.
You could grow leafy greens:
kale, Swiss chard, tree collards.
If you have like five or six pots,

you could grow all of these
plants and have something to
add to any meal that you’re
having.

What about for
outdoor gardens?

> I recommend two plants for
everyone to grow right now.
Plant an African blue basil. This
is a basil that flowers all year.
And it’ll bring the honey bees to
your garden, wherever you are.
And then I would plant the
California native milkweed,
which is a white flowering plant.
And that is the host plant for
monarch butterflies in South-

ern California.

Your parents were
raised in India, and you
were born and brought up
in the United States.
What did you learn about
farming in India when you
visited?

> When I went to the farm, I had
never really spent too much

time in rural India. It was eye-
opening. I would wake up and
open the door, and there’d be a
line of frogs sitting under the
door. One time I came into the
room, and there was literally a
frog sitting on my bed. There
were mango orchards, and we
were working on the rice fields. I
learned to plow a field with
oxen. 

It was a completely different
world than I ever experienced,
seeing how hard people work
physically, doing intense phys-
ical labor. It was crazy to see the
amount of effort it takes to grow
a bag of rice or a bag of lentils.
You’d have to sit there for an
entire day and sift through a
bag of rice or lentils by hand to
make sure there’s no rocks,
stones or insects. It was a lot of
fun too. We would pile up a
mountain of straw, go up on the
building next to it and jump off

the building into the straw. It’s
hard work, but you’re always
surrounded by beauty. And
occasionally, you get to do super
fun things. 

How does being Indian
and having that identity
inform your work?

> I think an important part of
colonization for the colonizer
was erasing our relationship
with plants and soil and earth.
Coming back to gardening is
one of the most important ways
that I can get out of this colo-
nized mind-set and connect
with my heritage.

And beyond connecting with
this heritage as an Indian per-
son, I’m trying to reach back
into this connection of being
someone who cares for the
earth. I’m trying to reach back
there and bring something
forward that’s been so devalued.
Gardening is one of the most
important professions of care.
It’s someone who cares for
plants, who cares for soil, and
through that, is caring for peo-
ple.

Sarvodaya Farms

> What: Farm tours and a nurs-
ery with fruit trees, perennial
vegetables and medicinal herbs
for sale. Online gardening
lessons for monthly members.
Upcoming topics include con-
tainer gardening and seed start-
ing.
> Hours: Currently by appoint-
ment. Sign up on the website.
> Info: sarvodayainstitute.org

This is the latest in a new series
we call Plant PPL, where we
interview people of color in the
plant world. If you have any
suggestions for PPL to include
in our series, tag us on Insta-
gram @latimesplants.

No garden too tiny
A POMONA FARMER TELLS WHAT TO PLANT IN JUST A FEW

POTS TO REAP FOOD AND GET CONNECTED TO THE EARTH

BY JILL R. SHAH

PLANT PPL
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