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MIKE BOSS

Stewar d of The Hi d den Forest

M

ike Boss' whole life has been spent
honoring nature. From the time when he
was a young explorer of the woods, his
path has, step by step, brought him to the position
he finds himself in today—Steward of the Hidden
Forest, Sebastopol’s breathtaking botanical reserve.
As a boy growing up in Long Island, he would
spend his free time adventuring in the woods near
his home. A couple of times these adventures ended
with near disaster, but he always returned to the
woods with a heart undeterred. He describes one of
those mishaps with the joy of his youth creeping into
his voice, “There was this frozen pond. And there
were ducks in the middle of it, swimming around.
I walked onto the ice to get closer to see the ducks
and all of sudden, crack! And I’m down in the water
trying to get up and breaking the ice as I’m doing it.
Fortunately there was a teenager in the woods who
picked me out of the freezing water and very likely
saved my life."
His family fostered this love for nature, taking
him camping and fishing during the summers.
In school he was drawn to classes that taught him
about our world and the systems and relationships
through which nature functions. In college at Vassar,
he majored in biology. He went on to get his first
Masters Degree at the College of Environmental
Sciences and Forestry in Syracuse, New York.
For his thesis he backpacked in the Adirondack
Mountains. He gets a huge smile on his face as he
describes how he found his study spot, “There
were two alpine lakes. When you get up above
treeline in the Adirondacks on a hot summer day,
it is just glorious views. I took off my backpack and
my clothes and just dove in those lakes. And I’m
looking down the mountain and as far as the eye
can see, it’s a really bright green.” (He points giving
a sense of the direction.) “And then just about right
there from where I was, it was a dark green, almost

a straight line up the mountain. So I knew where
I was going the next day. I hiked down and set up
my lean-to. And I’m going through this beautiful
Spruce/Fir forest, and all of a sudden, it’s a pure
white Paper Birch forest. Gorgeous. So why? Why is
this phenomenon existing? Well it turns out that in
the early 1900s, a fire swept up the valley. And then
the rain came and put out the fire. The pioneer tree
species is Paper Birch, which re-seeded the burned
out areas. So my thesis became: post-fire vegetation
in sub-alpine stands in the Adirondack high peaks.”
Mike wants to have classes and workshops at The
Hidden Forest and one of the classes he wants to
teach is fire education. And he’s trained to teach—
after earning his first Masters Degree, he went on to
earn a second Masters Degree in Science Education
and then became a docent at Strybing Arboretum
in San Francisco.
Trying to figure out how to earn a living, Mike
drove across the country to San Francisco with his
girlfriend at the time. He picked up a job at local
garden center, and eventually he met a customer
there who wanted to start a landscaping business
and asked Mike to partner with him. Mike says, “It
didn’t take long for us to realize that we weren’t on
the same page. So we decided to split the business. It
was very fair and then I started my own landscaping
company called Rock and Rose Landscapes. We are
design, build, care. So Rock and Rose Landscapes,
which I’m the founder and still an owner, has over
50 people, we’re the largest landscaping company
in San Francisco by far.” He started his company in
1989 and has won numerous awards including Best
in Show at the SF Garden Show.
Sitting at a table in the middle of The Nursery
he looks up at the majestic diversity of trees and
says, “It was the landscaping career that gave me
the resources and the reputation to be able to
get this place. When I first started, I would love

coming up to Sonoma County to do my favorite
thing, which was to go to nurseries and this was
my favorite nursery. Enter permaculture: I got my
Permaculture Design Certificate at the Occidental
Arts and Ecology Center. Fabulous place. Fabulous
people. Fabulous Mission.” In classes at the Arts and
Ecology center, Mike learned that the Sebastopol
Horticultural Nursery, as The Hidden Forest was
formerly known, was for sale.
The Nursery began as The Azalea Farm in 1964
when its original owners, Stewart and Aubrey
Barber, expressed their love for Exbury Azaleas.
Over a ten year period the Barbers grew the size
of their garden to include the planting area around
their house, which is still there, and the nursery
area, so about a couple of acres. But when Polo de
Lorenzo and Warren Smith bought the property in
1976, the rest of the acreage was still a bramble of
blackberries. Over the decades, Polo expanded the
gardens to its current size and gave it the name, The
Sebastopol Horticultural Nursery. This horticultural
gem is seven and a half acres of rare shade trees,
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beautiful exotic plants and an expansive nursery
area filled with countless species for any and all
gardening projects. There are over a mile and a half
of trails that meander through the property. A raised
pathway allows you to view the gorgeous knees of
the cyprus trees. A bridge carries you over the
beautiful creek which is one of the main tributaries
that leads to the Laguna de Santa Rosa. And there
is an absolutely gorgeous pond surrounded by
flowering plants and trees where you can sit and
contemplate the reflections, and if you’re lucky,
you may see the resident kingfisher and hear it’s
machinegun-like call.
When Mike heard that this gem was for sale, he
knew that he had to save this amazing garden and
nursery from being lost to real estate development.
He leveraged himself to the brink, and almost
did lose the property to a developer. But in 2018,
he successfully acquired the property. Under his
stewardship, the garden has been transitioned away
from the pesticide based management practices
that the former owner relied upon to Earthfriendly organic practices that help the ecosystem

to thrive naturally. He’s also deeply concerned about
respecting his neighbors and is working to ensure
that the Hidden Forest and its guests have only a
positive impact upon the neighborhood.
Mike is very grateful for the support he’s received
from the Sebastopol Community. Some of those
supporters have come together to find different
ways of ensuring Mike’s ability to successfully
steward the Hidden Forest. Walking into a clearing
in the forest that has a majestic Silver Fern Tree in
the center, Mike describes their first meeting, “The
idea was to figure out how to support this place. We
had a great first meeting and as soon as the meeting
ended a congress of owls came.” (He points to trees
around the clearing.) “They were right in this tree,
two. And in that tree over there, two more. And
there was a fifth in the distance and they all started
hooting.” The supporters of the Hidden Forest are
now called ‘The Owls’ and Mike knows that it’s with
their help and the help of the community at large
that the Hidden Forest will thrive and be protected
for decades to come.
When he was a kid in those woods in Long
Island, Mike didn’t know that there was a garden

R

and nursery far away on the West Coast that would
one day need him. But his intense study of nature
and the trees and his long experience in the business
of landscaping and horticulture uniquely prepared
him to be an amazing steward for Sebastopol’s own
Hidden Forest.
The Hidden Forest Nursery is known for its
abundance of azaleas and rhododendrons, and
when they flower, walking through the meandering
trails is like being surrounded by pillows of brilliantly
colored flowers that smell like a warm kiss from a
lover. When you visit, how will Nature’s art inspire
you? And when you lose yourself in its beauty, what
love will you find? There, in the Hidden Forest.

DO YOU KNOW A NEIGHBOR
WHO HAS A STORY TO SHARE?
Nominate your neighbor to be featured in
one of our upcoming issues! Contact us at
jpgoorjian@bestversionmedia.com
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ANDY HANSO
AUTO BODY & PAINT

Locally owned and operated in Santa Rosa, Sonoma County

707.575.9620
Fax 707.575.9295
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We Offer
• Free loaner cars
• Quality craftsmanship
• Attention to detail
• And customer satisfaction

If your car has a small dent or major collision damage,
rest assured the skilled technicians at Randy Hanson’s
will make your car like new...or better!

www.randyhansonautobody.com
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Conveniently located at
2080 Llano Rd., Santa Rosa, CA
just East of Sebastopol.

