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‘The Way I Water’
How one woman transformed her city homestead 
into a living model that integrates water, energy, 
food, and community 

We meet Barbara Richards in her front yard, 
emerging along a curved path shaded from 
the midsummer sun by a goumi berry tree.

She leads us beneath this urban canopy, through 
her small one-story home, and out into the backyard, 
dappled by afternoon sunlight. The lot is organized 
as though by some underlying Zen principle. There 
are no stark barriers or walls, yet the landscape is 
divided into various “rooms” by the shape of trees, the 
selection of plants, and the slope of the land itself. A 
pond fountain gurgles, circulating rainwater captured 
from her metal roof.

In the “room” characterized by a small brick patio 
Barbara offers us baskets filled with goumi berries 
and currants collected from her yard, and mason jars 
filled with sun tea. The goumi berries taste at once tart 
and sweet as they pop in the mouth. The currants are 
dried and packed with flavor. The sun tea is mild and 
attracts flying insects. A large jar filled with amber 
liquid bathes in the sun beside the pond, the smell of 
the fermenting tea within catching the breeze.

We are here to learn how Barbara integrates water 
into the design and practice of her homestead. What’s 
striking to me is how her approach is a deliberate 
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process to harness the shape of the earth itself, not 
dependent on any contraptions or high technology. She 
“harvests” rainwater through the sum of resourceful 
responses to individually small pragmatic choices.

In 2018, the retired Montessori schoolteacher uses 
the language of permaculture to describe what she has 
learned so far in her now 10-year experiment.

Barbara purchased this property on Milwaukee’s 
northwest side in 2008, the culminating year of the 
financial crisis. At the time she lived six blocks away 
and saw the slab house for sale when walking the 
neighborhood. Three factors tipped the scales in its 
favor, she says: it was green, there was a fireplace, and 
the previous owners had let rhubarb grown in the 
backyard.

“In the beginning I didn’t know about permaculture,” 
Barbara says. “I knew I wanted to put in apple trees and 
grape vines.”

She planted three apple trees and three grape vines. 
The vines have persisted. Only one of the apple trees 
survived. (The other two did poorly because she left the 
trunk guards on through the winter, which contributed 
to rot—one lesson in the ongoing experiment.)

2010 proved a critical year. That summer historic 
storms thrashed and flooded whole swaths of the 
city. A man on the northwest side died when his 
vehicle was swept away in floodwaters; a black 
Cadillac Escalade collapsed into a spontaneous 
sinkhole at the asphalt intersection cracked like 
an eggshell at Oakland and North avenues; and, 
with less fanfare but equal import, city officials 

Her lot is 
just 46 feet 
by 120 feet 
but it is a 
picture of 
abundance. 

“In the beginning I 
didn’t know about 
permaculture. I 
knew I wanted to 
put in apple trees 
and grape vines.”
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Slow Flow
Transformations
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Barbara reshaped her yard to control how water flows across the surface. At the 
low end of her front yard, a berm retains water that would flow into the street and 
down the storm sewer. Water from her garage roof drains down a tile cut the through 
her backyard she calls her tunnel. Water also pours through her disconnected roof 
downspout and then meanders through the high side of her front yard through a water 
maze. These practices slow the water down, encourage infiltration, and reduce the 
need for municipal water for her garden plants.
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A backyard pond 
recirculates water 
captured from 
Barbara’s roof. 

Her grandsons 
use a sprinkling 
can Barbara 
acquired at an 
estate sale to 
water the leafy 
greens grown 
inside her 
greenhouse.

announced that fire hydrants would 
soon be off-limits to urban gardeners.

The trauma wrought by the storms 
combined with the restriction of 
public access to municipal water 
motivated a creative response from 
people passionate about Milwaukee’s 
rising urban agriculture scene. 
Barbara was among those advocating 
for rainwater harvesting practices 
that would provide the dual benefit 
of reducing the stormwater burden 
from heavy storms and providing 
an independent source of water for 
urban farmers. Barbara was one of 
the co-founders of the group that 
evolved into Reflo - Sustainable Water 
Solutions, now a nonprofit whose 
mission is to support community 
green infrastructure.



Barbara also attended two permaculture 
design courses that inspired and educated her 
on what could be done to transform a typical 
urban residential lot into an edible landscape. 
Over the years, she made incremental 
adjustments, installing a 55-gallon rain barrel 
here, two 250-gallon totes there, then a pond, 
and land structures including a “water maze” 
and berm to control the flow of surface runoff 
and maximize infiltration for her plants.

Most lots along her residential block 
on Milwaukee’s northwest side allow for modest 
front lawns. Viewed from a satellite image, the 
neighborhood could not appear more ordinary: a 
cookie-cutter grid of tidy urban canopy, sidewalks, 
residential parcels, alleys, side streets. 

Barbara’s homestead presents a pleasant anomaly. 
The yard erupts with greenery, not quite wild but 
neither a manicured garden. It is something else—a 
cognitive disruption to the ordinariness. It is made 
possible because of the small, slow changes Barbara 
made to integrate water into the essence of her yard.

She delights in its diverse production: elderberries, 
ground cherries, chamomile, melon, dill, tomatoes, 
raspberries, the aforementioned currants and goumi 
berries, several varieties of onions, peaches, wild pears, 
grapes, (sometimes) apples. That is above and beyond 

her “three sisters garden” featuring corn, 
beans, and squash (and not including wood 
sorrel, an edible weed).

Her yard is also an intergenerational 
playground with no need for metal bars or 
plastic slides. When her grandsons visit they 
help garden, experiencing the connections 
between water, land, and life. It is a real-world 
Montessori classroom. “The hand creates the 
mind,” she says.

“They like to fill up the water from the tote and help 
me water the greenhouse. We go fishing in the pond 
with a paperclip on the end of a stick.”

Her grandsons also pick berries for their mom, and 
when Barbara makes a salad from her yard for lunch, 
she says, “They always make sure I have a dandelion 
flower in there.”

Barbara says interacting with her living yard gives 
her energy. She grew up picking wild strawberries by 
the quart, loving the memory of their sweetness. Now 

She used a keyline 
to construct her 
front-yard “water 
maze.” Like a 
three-dimensional 
compass, it helped 
her create berms 
level with her 
yard’s topography.

She dug 
her own 
root cellar, 
learning to 
account for 
drainage 
to prevent 
flooding.

Barbara also 
uses ollas to 
target water 
to plants’ 
roots. Usually 
underground, 
ollas are 
removed for the 
winter so they 
do not crack 
with freeze and 
thaw.

“The way I water,” 
Barbara says, 
is to place a 
hose nozzle at 
the base of her 
plants, beneath 
their leaves. She 
moves the hose 
careful not to drip 
out excess water.
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she can also share wisdom about the value of bitterness 
in a lettuce leaf preparing the palate by stimulating 
digestive juices.

Barbara’s respect—she might say reverence—for 
water also extends inside the walls of her 688-square-
foot ranch home with its metal roof and south-facing 
solar panels. She reuses shower water, laundry water, 
and dishwater to flush her toilet, and pours extra into 
the ground. “This is harvesting water too.”

Her homestead stands as both anomaly and 
testament to the achievable. She faced some early 
skepticism from neighbors about her “weeds” but 
Barbara uses every conversation as an opportunity to 
share the why and how of her practices. She also shares 
produce grown on her yard up and down the block. 
“We can’t be preaching all the time,” she says. “I just try 
to model a different way.”

Michael Timm manages the Milwaukee Water 
Stories program for the nonprofit Reflo, whose mission 
is to support community green infrastructure. Barbara 
Richards serves on Reflo’s governance board and also 
supported Timm’s Kickstarter campaign to create his 
original cooperative board game, Mussel Madness. The 
author interviewed Barbara at her home in July 2018 
along with Leah Holloway, Jose Basaldua, and Michael 
Snowden. Photos by Timm or shared by Richards.

“We can’t be preaching all the time. 
I just try to model a different way.”

Barbara shares her story with the next generation.
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This story is featured as part of the 
Milwaukee Water Stories program. 

Discover more hidden water stories with 
our free app or the interactive Milwaukee 

Community Map in Google Earth.

WHAT’S YOUR WATER STORY?


