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Harvesting the best of community spirit 
 
Palo Alto, CA – June 18, 2009 – Abilities United’s Heritage Garden is in full bloom and prolifically producing 
flowers, fruits and vegetables thanks to the green thumb of dozens of gardeners from the Abilities United 
Adult Day Activities program and volunteers, Linda Roark of Los Altos and Melanie Cross of Palo Alto.  
Linda and Melanie signed up as volunteers last year and bring an abundance of horticultural talents to share 
with the dozens of Abilities United gardeners who have been tending the garden since its inception in 2002.  
Each year they produce fruits and vegetables, which are shared with Abilities United staff and other program 
participants.  They utilize the plant materials in craft projects to make flower bouquets, lavender sachets, herb 
mixes, infused oils, wreathes and other garden inspired items which are given to donors and supporters of 
Abilities United. 
 
Linda Roark became a garden volunteer at Abilities United after being invited by an Abilities United staff 
person. Linda brings a lifetime of gardening skill and experience as a commercial container gardener and 
landscaper. Her talent is showcased in the Summer 2009 “Container Gardening” magazine published by Fine 
Gardening. She plans to share her love of succulents and to reduce water usage with the Abilities United 
gardeners by removing a patch of grass to plant succulents and low maintenance plants.  “I want to be where 
there is a garden and I love to be a part of the community and to give back to the community. I never had 
experience working with people with disabilities but now that I know these individuals, they have become my 
friends.  They make me a humble person and they bring me down to earth.  They give so much to us by just 
being who they are.”    
 
Melanie; whose home has been featured in local stories about native gardening; has also worked with the 
gardeners to eliminate the use of chemical pesticide and non-organic materials by teaching them how to pull 
weeds and snails by hand and create and maintain a worm compost bin.  They also maintain a native garden 
as well as the half dozen raised bed gardens. 
 
After seven years of gardening, the Abilities United gardeners have experienced a broad range of climatic and 
garden conditions. Under the guidance of the volunteers, they have learned to adapt their plantings to those 
changes and the soil, light, and temperature conditions.  Each season showcases a new and appropriate crop 
so the garden is always a delight to the Abilities United visitors and staff as well as the surrounding 
community.  
 
But above and beyond the plant life, the garden has enabled the gardeners from the Adult Day Activities 
program to blossom in their own right and delight in their garden jobs.  The volunteers have observed 
increased confidence in the gardeners, more highly developed fine motor skills and task focus, greater ability 
to follow direction, more self-motivation and direction, and increased social skills.  The gardeners have also 
bonded with the administrative staff in a way that was not possible before the opening of the garden at the 
administration building at 525 East Charleston Road in Palo Alto.   
 
The Abilities United Heritage Garden is 100% funded by donations and volunteer work from the community.  
Current needs include additional volunteers who have a passion for gardening and enjoy working 1:1 with 
individuals, as well as a standard sized fruit tree (orange or lemon tree) to provide addition shade, a large bird 



bath to attract birds and create an attractive focal point at the end of a pergola, and a tool pegboard to keep 
the tools organized and easily accessible.    
 
The garden also serves as an example for universal design as it is wheel-chair accessible so anyone can 
participate in the gardening class and enjoy the fruits of the garden. Three of the six redwood planter boxes 
are designed so wheelchairs can fit into an opening in the base of the box. A smooth, wide path meanders 
through the garden for easy access to each planter box and raised water spouts makes it easy to fill water cans 
or maneuver the hoses. Special lightweight gardening tools are used for the comfort and ease of the clients 
and garden umbrellas shade the gardeners from the mid-day heat.   Benches and shade trees give the 
gardeners an opportunity to rest and get out of the sun as needed. Lynda Steele, Executive Director, beams in 
amazement, “ This garden is more than we could ever have imagined.  We expected a little bit of grass but we 
got so much more…a glorious outdoor classroom for the gardeners, a beautifully landscaped plot, and 
volunteers that epitomize the spirit of Abilities United.”  
 
The Abilities United Heritage Garden is also a monument to its founders with four trees planted in honor of 
founders; Jane and Kevin Mallen, Marian Bracken, The Retarded Children’s Guild, and Betty Wright.  The 
Heritage Garden Fund has been created and individuals can purchase bricks that are placed in the garden 
path to honor donors or their loved ones. 
 
Abilities United is a United Way Agency and a not-for-profit 501 (c)(3) organization for children and adults 
with developmental (mental retardation, cerebral palsy, Down Syndrome, autism, and other 
neurodevelopmental conditions causing developmental delays) and physical disabilities who live in Santa Clara 
and San Mateo counties.  Each year, over 3,000 people and their families use its Children’s Development, 
Adult, Family Support and Aquatic Services. 
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