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Location: Alcatraz Island, San Francisco, San Francisco County, California 
Latitude: 37.82667 Longitude: -122.42222 

Significance: Every year, more than one million people visit Alcatraz, drawn to the island by 
its fame as the "Rock"-the penitentiary that housed the most infamous 
criminals of its time. But Alcatraz was also a Civil War-era fortress and the 
first army prison in the nation, and for more than a hundred years was home to 
families, soldiers, guards, and inmates brought to the island by duty or 
sentence. The efforts of these residents to create gardens, in an environment 
focused on defense, containment, and punishment, are a fascinating story in the 
island's history. In 2003, almost 200 species of tenacious garden plants 
remained after 40 years without maintenance or irrigation. Their story of 
survival on Alcatraz Island is a living demonstration for California gardeners. 
The main gardens are now rehabilitated, and the visitor can take a docent tour 
or a self-guided tour (with a brochure) and learn about the importance of 
gardens to the human spirit, as well as the ecological benefits and aesthetic 
possibilities of sustainable gardening. 

Description: 

History: 

Alcatraz Island is a 22.5-acre National Historic Landmark in the middle of San 
Francisco Bay. 

Alcatraz Island was first inhabited in the mid 1800s when it became an army 
fortress; it transitioned to a military prison in 1861; and from 1934 to 1963, it 
gained notoriety as a federal penitentiary. From 1969 to 1971, Native 
Americans occupied the abandoned island. In 1972, the island became a unit of 
the National Park Service's Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA) 
and has since become the GGNRA's most visited site. 

During the military and federal prison periods, a large part of the island's 
landscape was transformed into intensively maintained gardens. Gardens were 
an important part of everyday life for officers, families, and prisoners confined 
to Alcatraz by sentence or duty. With the closure of the federal prison in 1963, 
the gardens were abandoned. Plants unable to survive without maintenance and 
irrigation soon disappeared, while others spread wild over the island. Structural 
elements of the gardens-retaining walls, steps, and railings-deteriorated 
under the overgrowth. 

Recognizing the need to take action, the Garden Conservancy and the Golden 
Gate National Parks Conservancy, in partnership with the Golden Gate National 
Parks, initiated the Alcatraz Historic Gardens Project in 2003. The project's 
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mission is to preserve and maintain the gardens created by those who lived on 
the island during its military and prison eras, and to interpret their history, 
horticulture, and cultural significance for visitors. By 2009, the project team 
had rehabilitated the key gardens by removing overgrowth, repairing structural 
elements, and installing plantings. 

Treatment Plans for Main Road Landscape (2005), Officers' Row Gardens 
(2006), Rose Garden (2007), Cellhouse Slope (2007), and West Side Gardens 
(2008) prepared by the Garden Conservancy and Golden Gate National Parks 
Conservancy. 

Alcatraz Island Cultural Landscape Inventory, National Park Service, 2005 

Landscape Stabilization and Maintenance Guidelines for Alcatraz, 1998 

The Gardens of Alcatraz, Golden Gate National Parks Association, 1996 

Elizabeth Byers 
Garden Conservancy Consultant 
May 10, 2010 

Officers' Row Gardens, 2010. Photo by 
Elizabeth Byers. 

West Side Gardens, 2009, Photo by Shelagh 
Fritz. 
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