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GARDEN
GREEN THUMB?

Tip-toeing through the tulips
is bit different in on-line garden
BY CATHRYN DOMROSE
Special to the Mercury News
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N a University of Southern California classroom, surrounded by
desks and computers, a six-foot
circle of greenery thrives.
Amid the chatter of students
and the hum of monitors, a robot
arm whizzes around the circle,
tending flax, tiny tomatoes, peppers and petunias- A revolving
grow-lamp provides warmth and light.
A digital camera installed in the robot
arm constantly snaps pictures of blooming flowers and pale green growth.
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Welcome to the Tele-Garden — where
more than 3,000 computer gardeners
from around the world plant, water and
watch seeds grow, all via the Internet.

• With a few clicks of a mouse, any
registered member of the Tele-Garden
can plant up to three seeds. One week
the seeds might be marigolds. Another
week, eggplants.
• The member chooses a planting
spot on a computer image of the garden.
The robot drills a hole there. Then it
sucks up a seed from a shallow cup at
the edge of the garden, drops it into the
hole and covers it.
• The whole process takes seconds.
The robot arm moves so quickly that
Goldberg's team had to put chicken
wire around the garden so curiosity
seekers didn't get their heads bashed.
What happens in the next few weeks
is up to each planter, as well as the
whim of the seeds and soil. A few people plant a seed, then never return.
Some sign on regularly, instructing the
robot to spray water over their square
of soil.

The scientists and artists who created
the garden and put it on-line see it as
part interactive fun, part social experiment and part Internet art project that
juxtaposes the ancient mysteries of culSee ROBOT, Page SG
tivation with the modern miracles of computer engineering and
robotics.
"This is organic as
opposed to everything
else on the Web,
which is cold and mechanical," says Ken
Goldberg, the robotics
scientist who headed
the six-member team
that designed and
built the Tele-Garden
at the USC campus in
USC NEWS — SPECIAL TO THE MERCURY NEWS
Los Angeles.
Here is how it A robotic arm tends to even the little things in
academia's garden a la Internet.
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