


a wide crowd.The poinsettias are in sizes,
shapes, and colors not commonly found in
the local marketplace.

Back at the Organic Farm, a growing trial by
plant protection science major Kyle Cosgrove ‘09
uses California native species such as lupine, phacelia
and some brome grass in an organic row cropping
system rotation. “The benefits of using California
natives as cover crops could be: reduced water use,
attraction and habitat for beneficial insects, and
increased soil fertility,” speculates Cosgrove.

Over the years, Ag Enterprise Projects

have offered not just a great learning

opportunity but also an earning

opportunity for HCS students.

On top of the multiple projects and experiments
striving for better organic farming methods, com-
posting, and pest-control, the Organic Farm operates
a year-round Community Supported Agriculture
(CSA) Program, through which members subscribe to
and receive a weekly share of farm fresh, seasonally
available produce. All of our student projects also sell
plants through the Poly Plant Shop, Friday Flowers,
the on-campus sales display, and the campus market.
Many also sell plants at Farmers’ Markets located
throughout the county and wholesale to
local businesses.

Murray Smith tomatoes

Remembering
Howard Brown
1921–2005

Between 1946 and his
retirement in 1983, former
Ornamental Horticulture
professor and Dean of the
College of Agriculture,
Howard C. Brown, saw
dramatic changes in America
and the agricultural industry.
“Howard Brown was an
extraordinary mentor,
teacher, leader, volunteer,
human being and friend to
us all,” recalled 1964 OH
alumnus Locksey Dinneford
Dorman. “Without question,
we all ‘grew up’ in a most
marvelous way because
we encountered him.”

Brown grew up in a horti-
culture and nursery family
in Emporia, Kansas. He
graduated from Cal Poly in
1943 and joined the Army
Air Corps, serving in the
Pacific Theater over New
Guinea, the Philippines and
Japan. Returning to Cal Poly
after the war, he taught
Ornamental Horticulture, led
the department for 22 years
and was Dean of the College
of Agriculture from 1976 to
1981. His doctoral study at
Ohio State University
involved pioneering work
on the chemical dwarfing
of poinsettias.

Tomatoes also figured
prominently in his research,
especially the “Murray
Smith” tomato, named
after Cal Poly’s long-time
professor of speech and
theater director. It originated
as an unnamed seedling
purchased in a supermarket
in San Francisco by Mr.
Smith’s mother. She planted
it next to her mobile home on
the San Francisco Peninsula.

It produced a huge crop of
large tomatoes in an area not
known for its good tomato-
growing climate. When
Professor Brown tasted this
tomato he knew he was
onto something that might
make a great Central Coast
tomato. He saved the seed
from this grocery store plant
and bred a tomato, which
grows very well in San Luis
Obispo County.

When the OH unit was
relocated in 1969 from Grand
Avenue to Via Carta, Dr.
Brown drew up elaborate
drawings for the new facility,
which increased greenhouse
space from 7,200 square feet
to 18,000 square feet. In
those days, it was financed
with the help of a California
State bond issue. But today,
those public monies are
hard to come by.

That is why your gift to
HCS can honor Dr. Brown’s
original work for the Hort
Unit, by providing us with
the funds to upgrade and
expand it once again.

One of Dr. Brown’s final
accomplishments was the
completion of Memories of
the Ornamental Horticulture
Department—1939 to 1976,
an entertaining book that
captured much of the spirit
of the Cal Poly campus of
that era. During that time,
OH student enrollment went
from 25 men to 769 men
and women. Looking back
over his long and successful
career at Cal Poly, Dr. Brown
wrote, “One of my early
goals as a faculty member
was to wear out four deans.
Little did I realize then that I
would be the fourth dean.”

Writing in Dr. Brown’s book
of Memories, Jacqueline
Williams Courtright (OH ‘69)
noted, “Dr. Brown nurtured
and grew many sons and
daughters of the nurserymen,
as well as those that simply
knew horticulture was their
calling. He has changed the
face of the industry. We are
all grateful for his horticul-
tural and life lessons that
have guided us since
graduation.”
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Going to New Heights:

The Fifth Façade 

Upon graduating from the Cal Poly 
Agribusiness program in 2005,Todd Nelson, 
originally from Escondido, CA, thought he 
was set for a fulfilling career with a leading 
landscape company in San Diego. It did not 
take him long, however, before green roofing 
caught his attention. Nelson realized these 
marvels of art and technology incorporated 
his love for agriculture with his passion for 
the environment. After contacting Terry L. 
Vassey, Assistant Professor of Horticulture 
and Crop Science, a green roof research 
project was born. 

Green roofing, an alternative roofing 
technology in which plant material is estab­
lished in a growing medium on top of a roof, 
is emerging as an important and popular 
solution to many environmental issues. 
Partly due to the popularity of looking at 
buildings from directly above (thanks to 
Google Earth), architects are now calling 
the tops of buildings the “fifth façade.” The 
DeYoung Museum and the new California 
Academy of Sciences in San Francisco have 
green roofs.The latter boasts a 197,000 square 
foot green roof with over 1.7 million plants, 
the largest living roof on a natural history 
museum anywhere in the world. Green roofs 

can be found in 
the U.S. and 

abroad covering homes, office buildings 
and airports, such as Schiphol airport in 
Amsterdam. “It’s a concept that’s been in 
practice for decades in Europe and in other 
regions of the U.S.,” said Nelson, now a 
Master’s student. 

The role the roof plays in a building’s 
environmental footprint is often forgotten. 
Green roofs provide an ideal environment 
for reducing storm water runoff and pollution 
and can control extreme urban temperatures 
by reducing the urban heat island effect. 
This is a phenomenon that occurs when 
impervious surfaces, such as conventional 
rooftops, absorb heat and radiate it back 
into the microclimate of a city. This 
has been found to increase city 
temperatures dramatically. 

Not only can green roofs improve city 
conditions but they can also reduce building 
maintenance costs. The abundant plant 
material also increases sequestration of 
harmful greenhouse carbon (CO2) and 
provides an urban habitat to attract many 
forms of wildlife.The benefits are so wide­
spread that many governments are now 
beginning to provide funding for research 
and implementation of this technology. 
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The green roof and vertical gardens projects at Cal Poly look to 

break new ground in plant research for the Central Coast. 

Professor Vassey became interested in green 
roofs while teaching at the University of 
Tennessee in Martin. While researching 
material for a presentation at a state horti­
culture conference, he discovered that green 
roofs provided an excellent platform for 
native grasses, a very strong passion of his. 
“It is a very environmentally sound way to 
improve the environment, especially in 
large urban settings, while beautifying 
potential city blight,” Vassey said. 

Research platforms are currently 
under construction at the Environmental 
Horticulture Unit where Dr. Vassey and 
Nelson hope to replicate many of the 
commercial green roof environments. The 
goal of Nelson’s research is to build on the 
existing knowledge of which plant species 
and building materials work best in California. 
Nelson said, “We know we can get plants to 
grow in a simulated green roof environment, 
we just need to figure out what is the best 
mixture for the climate on California’s Central 
Coast. It’s time we use our resources here 
at Cal Poly to contribute to this sustainable 
practice for California.” 

Determining the best construction methods 
and which growing medium will sustain 
plants in California’s dry climate will be the 
principal objective for the research project. 
Dr. John Peterson, HCS Department Head, 
secured a valuable donation of growing 
material called Freedom Squares. This is a 
foam prototype that will serve as one of the 
substrate treatments on the testing platforms. 
Joe Byles, CEO of Freedom Garden Products, 
invented the Freedom Squares. “You actually 
plant directly into the foam of the Freedom 
Squares and the plants root into its porous 
matrix,” Nelson stated. 

The plan is to use this material along with 
some of the more traditional materials to 

determine the most suitable growing 
environment for various plant species 
that will be tested for the Central Coast. 
Several different plant species will 
be examined over the course of the 
research project but currently, Sedums 
are the most commonly used plant 
material in most green roofing efforts. 
California, however, offers many choices 
of low growing native plants including 
some grasses that may perform well in this 
limited growing environment. What is not 
known, though, is which substrate will 
produce the best results. 

Undergraduates Erin McCoy, David Brenner 
and Brian Flynn are working on a Senior 
Project for green walls, also known as vertical 
gardens. They are considering a soilless 
media for plants to grow from synthetic 
fibers, as well as various soil systems to 
construct their wall. Like the green roofs, the 
plants grow directly out of the structure 
and they will install the wall within the 
Agricultural Science Building. “Lots of 
companies are manufacturing these prefab 
systems, especially in Europe, Japan and 
Canada,” said McCoy. “We wanted to try it 
here—we think it’s a fascinating system.” 

Nelson said that the green roof research 
project at Cal Poly looks to break new ground 
in green roof research for the Central Coast. 
“The program will provide opportunities 
for Senior Projects and Masters theses for 
future students,” Nelson said. “The oppor­
tunities for green roof research are endless 
and Cal Poly will use its ‘learn by doing’ 
philosophy to capitalize on this emerging 
field.” Ultimately Professor Vassey and 
Nelson hope to use their results to create 
a living roof for the new and remodeled 
buildings that are part of the Master Plan 
improvements for the HCS Department. 

Example of a green roof environment 
(photo provided by Emilio Ancaya 
from Living Roofs, Inc.) 
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Horticulture and Crop Science Department 
California Polytechnic State University 
1 Grand Avenue 
San Luis Obispo, CA 93407 

At Cal Poly you       
   

Lea rn by Doin  g. 
In HCS you Lea r n. Do. Lea d. 




