
Temescal Amity Works
September 2004 - January 2007

Temescal Amity Works was a multi-year project 
(July 2004-January 2007) sited in the Temescal 
neighborhood of Oakland, California. We had been 
living in the neighborhood since 1999, and when 
we conceived of the project, we saw it as a way to 
localize our attention and to restructure our practice 
to work in a community that we were not external 
to. We considered the project to be a social 
sculpture that also drew upon historical models of 
mutual-aid societies, barn-raisings, DIY collectives 
and urban communism. We were (and still are) 
interested in how a specific community built 
relationships through personal and casual 
economies. To accomplish this, we created two 
interlocking programs, The Big Back Yard and 
Reading Room.

The Big Back Yard built on the history of the 
neighborhood as an Italian-American, immigrant 
community that was planted with citrus and fruit 
trees. Today, these trees still bear fruit while the 
culture that planted them has dwindled. Much of 
the harvest rots on the ground or is hauled away by 
the city. The Big Backyard was based around a 

hand-built, steel pushcart that we made to collect surplus fruits and vegetables from 
neighborhood yards, which we gave away fresh or re-distributed in the forms of collective 
marmalades and fruit butters. 

The Reading Room, located at a storefront 
space just off Telegraph Avenue, 
contextualized the ongoing experience of the 
Big Backyard through casual contact during 
open hours, as well as through a series of 
public events, film screenings and a small 
resource library. We also invited local artists, 
and activists to create projects that overlaid 
themselves onto Temescal Amity Works in a 
productive and complicated way, making 
available our space and resources, including 
modest re-distributions of our funding.
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Over the course of the project, our storefront 
was open for over 750 hours. We harvested 
and redistributed thousands of free oranges, 
lemons, apples, and other produce from local 
yards. We made and gave away many jars of 
marmalade, fig conserve and apple butter. We 
published a series of postcards documenting 
local groups and collectives, venerable fruit 
trees, and the local landscape. We also 
produced a neighborhood resource map that 
was given out to residents and visitors 
through local businesses.

In January of 2007, we decided to close the 
storefront and end the “public”  phase of 
Temescal Amity Works. We had observed that 
the longer the storefront remained in 
operation, the projects identity as a service 
became more ingrained in the neighborhood’s 
“consciousness”; which worked against our 
own interest in amplifying a network, wherein 
residents circulate their backyard surplus 
amongst themselves. 

Following the closing of the project and 
the storefront, it is worth noting that two 
independent efforts emerged in the 
neighborhood, both (it seemed) “in the 
wake”  of Temescal Amity Works. The 
first of these was created as a community 
network directly modeled after the Amity 
Works concept (though it operated 
without storefront), the second, was a 
summer jobs program  focussed on 
harvesting backyard fruit, sponsored by 
Adobe youth projects and run through the 
City of Oakland. The network lives on...

Temescal Amity Works was supported by grants received from The Elise and Walter Haas Creative Work Fund,  The 
Creative Capital Foundation and the City of Oakland Office of Cultural Affairs.
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