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From Seed Library to Teaching 
Garden: BAL Cultivates Love

 for Gardening

The perfect storm
With the onslaught of the pandemic and more 
people gravitating toward outdoor activities, 
Kirchhoff approached BAL’s Head of Operations 
(now Executive Director) Vicki Rakowski to 
identify an appropriate location for the garden. 
Jesse Henning, BAL’s Executive Director at the 
time, presented the project to the Library Board of 
Trustees for their approval, then joined Kirchhoff 
to share the concept with Kristine Young, Jenni-
fer Lucas, and Maria Peterson of the Barrington 
Breakfast Rotary Club (BBRC). 

The BBRC wanted to partner with a local or-
ganization to support an environmental initiative 
that would educate youth, so the Teaching Garden 
was a perfect fit. “While the Barrington Breakfast 
Rotary Club had undertaken environmental proj-
ects in prior years, this new area of focus moti-
vated the Club to reach out into the community to 
expand the environmental work,” stated Chair of 
BBRC Environmental Committee and Barrington 
Area Library Trustee Jennifer Lucas. Within the 
BBRC, “our three largest committees—Youth Ser-
vices, Community Service, and Environment—all 

had a hand in providing funds [totaling over 
$9,400] to make [the Teaching Garden] happen,” 
reflected Past President Maria Peterson. 

An outdoor classroom
University of Illinois Horticulture Program Coor-
dinator Nejra Muminovic, together with a com-
mittee of volunteer Master Gardeners comprised 
of Navraaz Basati, Sandy Conrath, and Cyndi 
Monroe, began to map the space and discuss 
plants that would support pollinators. Meeting 
with Kirchhoff on a regular basis for over a year 
to finalize plans, the committee researched sun, 
shade, water, and soil types to prepare a list of 
plants that would fit the site. Landscaping profes-
sionals installed hardscape, added compost to 
enrich the soil, and the site was ready to plant. 

“We did our best (with donations) to provide 
the best aesthetic fit and install plants where they 
would thrive,” said Basati, noting that the library 
accepted every healthy plant people from the com-
munity wanted to share.

From shady spaces adorned with wild ginger, 
columbine, and ferns to sunny patches ablaze 
with prairie coreopsis, sunflowers, and zinnias, 
the Teaching Garden is an outdoor classroom for 
multi-generational learning that has been care-
fully planned to welcome people and pollinators, 
while deterring destructive wildlife. 

OPEN SPACES BY APRIL ANDERSON

On a sultry Saturday afternoon in late July, Barrington Area Library (BAL) 
hosted the grand opening of its much-anticipated Teaching Garden, a place to 
sit,  observe, read, relax, learn, and grow. The Teaching Garden offers classes 
that enable participants to learn about everything from planting and prun-
ing to gathering seeds and preparing gardens for winter. Growing from the 
Seed Library established by Adult Services Librarian Liz Kirchhoff in 2019, the 
Teaching Garden brought together Barrington Breakfast Rotary Club, North 
Cook County Master Gardeners, library staff,  and generous gardeners from the 
community to create a sanctuary conveniently located behind the library.

A planting of the Cardinal flower. 
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With deer- and rabbit-resistant plants around 
the perimeter and a sprinkler system that runs by 
remote control, the Teaching Garden has retained 
its hostas, purple coneflowers, black-eyed Susans, 
and vegetables without excessive consumption by 
four-legged neighbors from Citizens Park. 

A “lettuce lawn” near the path offers the oppor-
tunity to observe how a seasonal crop can serve 
as a groundcover as well as ways herbs can add 
interest to a winter landscape. As basil and cilantro 
wind down for the season, Basati looks forward 
to adding sage, thyme, oregano, and chives. “It’s 
going to be forever a learning garden,” reflected 
Basati. Master Gardeners and interns continue to 
meet with Kirchhoff most Fridays to maintain the 
garden.

While the Teaching Garden appears to be 
complete with its ADA-accessible path, teakwood 
benches, modest signs, and kaleidoscope of native 
and perennial plants, trees, and shrubs, Master 
Gardener and Master Naturalist Navraaz Basati 
likened it to “a picture you can repaint”. Full of 
plants donated from the yards of people through-
out the area this past spring, the Teaching Garden 
forges personal connections with everyone who 
has and will give of their abundance. 

Basati shared how a woman who donated a 
single 4’ cupplant from her yard continues to visit 
her plant and how another woman who donated 

over 30 plants from her yard was motivated to 
share by the expectation her plants would receive 
loving care.

Just as local gardeners divided the plants in 
their yards to create the Teaching Garden, each 
plant in the Teaching Garden will eventually need 
to be divided, transplanted, and shared again, con-
tinuing to build connectivity to this special place. 

“We’ll be planting bulbs in the fall, and in the 
spring, we should have a good idea of additional 
plants we’ll need to fill out the space,” said Kirch-
hoff, who plans to communicate the Teaching 
Garden’s needs on the library’s website and social 
media platforms. Offering classes in the garden 
from spring through fall, BAL will keep the Teach-
ing Garden open for year-round discovery. 

From seed to fruition
“The Barrington Area Library has an excellent 
collection of garden books, and we can help our 
customers find quality online resources to learn 
more, but many of us absorb new information 
most effectively by digging in and getting our 
hands dirty—physically or metaphorically,” said 
Kirchhoff, noting the area’s host of garden clubs. 
“Gardens like these allow both novice and experi-
enced gardeners to work side-by-side with Master 
Gardeners to develop new skills and create some-
thing beautiful for the entire community to enjoy.”

“The greatest takeaway from this collaboration 

is the importance of community organizations 
working together and the lasting benefits that ensue 
from that cooperation,” concurred Jennifer Lucas. 
More than a simple collection of plants, Barrington 
Area Library’s Teaching Garden is an example of 
what can be done when a few visionaries come 
together to support birds, butterflies, bees, and the 
community that needs their lessons. 

Opportunities to 
Participate and Learn

Saturday, September 18, 11 a.m. 
Seed saving workshop (in garden)
Friday, September 24, 9:30 a.m. 
Fall clean-up workday (in garden)
Tuesday, October 12, 7 p.m.  
Bulb Basics (in the library)                                                                      
Friday, October 15, 9:30 a.m.   
Bulb Planting (in garden)    
Please register at balibrary.org. 

Each plant has a sign with details on best practices and 
conditions for growth. 

April Anderson 

is a naturalist and 

freelance writer who 

can be contacted at 

team.nature.ed@

gmail.com. 
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The Teaching Garden was started in July, 2021 at the Barrington Area Library. 


