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	“You are beautiful, but you are empty,” he went on. “One could not die for you. To be sure, an ordinary passerby would think that my rose looked just like you—the rose that belongs to me. But in herself alone she is more important than all the hundreds of you other roses: because it is she that I have watered; because it is she that I have placed under the glass globe; because it is she that I have sheltered behind the screen; because it is for her that I have killed caterpillars (except the two or three that we saved to become butterflies); because it is she that I have listened to, when she grumbled or boasted, or even sometimes when she said nothing. Because she is my rose.”

	 

	The Little Prince (Saint-Exupéry 1995:138)
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Chapter 1: Introduction

	 

	 

	Our Gardens Make Us Strong

	 

	When the Gardens’ inspiration through the people’s blood shall run, 

	there can be no power greater anywhere beneath the sun

	Yet what force on earth is weaker than the feeble strength of one 

	But our Gardens make us strong!

	 

	The Earth is being murdered by the greed of man alone

	They dug the mines and rape the fields and spread the cancer stones 

	Now it’s time to stand together to defend our only home

	And our Gardens make us strong!

	 

	If there’s some we hold in common is the love we hold for Earth 

	We reclaim the vacant lots and grow tomatoes and the herbs

	Is there anything left to us than to grow the food we eat 

	And feed our neighbors too!

	 

	They tax us untold millions that we don’t know where it goes

	They cut down on public spending and then they raise the rent 

	So, nothing’s left to do now than to organize and fight

	And our Gardens make us strong!

	 

	We the people own the government and they work for us you know 

	We have made a Constitution, it’s the only Law to know

	It’s our Freedom toward more justice for red, black, white and yellow

	and the Gardens make us strong!

	
	In our hands is placed a power greater than the World Wide Web Stronger than the 

	market forces by which we never will be led 

	We can bring to birth a new world from the ashes of the old 

	And the Gardens make us strong!

	 

	Chorus:

	Solidarity forever Solidarity forever Solidarity forever

	For the Gardens make us strong!1

	 

	 

	 

	The above lyrics were sung to the rousing tune of “John Brown’s Body” by members of the More Gardens! Coalition and other garden activists at a public hearing about the fate of community gardens in New York City on February 10, 1999. It evokes essential elements of the struggle for community gardens—a resistance to the market economy and to social economic injustice, a concern with the destruction of the environment, a belief in the power of a democratically organized grassroots movement, and the embrace of a vision for the future. This particular episode in the struggle for community gardens is an instructive sample of the colorful and imaginative style of garden activists in New York City and part of the rich and complex history of urban community gardens.

	 

	A city dweller unfamiliar with community gardens in New York City most likely would be surprised when walking into such a space on a summer day. There are community gardens in all boroughs of the city. Open to visitors as long as garden members are inside, the best times to visit are in the evenings after work and on weekends. Some gardens have fences decorated with elaborate metal sculptures, most have simple wire fences with a padlock gate. With the roar of the city still ringing in his ears, a visitor might find himself walking through the gate underneath a vine-covered pergola into a space where a goldfish pond is surrounded by flowers. In the late summer, gardens are awash with flowers and ripening vegetables. On mild evenings people sit in the common area, while others walk around with watering cans filled from a rain barrel. Scents of flowers and herbs get more pronounced in the evening. A chicken might be pecking at the compost heap, clucking with irritation. Children run in and out of the garden, occasionally admonished by an adult to keep   from trampling onto the plants. Sounds of the city recede, and, if the visitor is lucky, he might see a datura gradually opening into the dusk.

	 

	Urban community gardens come in all sizes, from dark and narrow lots between buildings to larger pieces of land, several lots, or even a portion of an entire street block. A few gardens extend across several acres. Most community gardens are situated on city-owned land with insecure tenure at best. In the 1980s and 1990s many gardens were lost, as the land was taken back by the administration for various purposes, including commercial and housing development. Some gardens have been in existence for a brief time period only, with plants barely covering the debris left behind in the wake of a demolished apartment building; others have been in existence for decades and are filled with mature trees and plants. 

	 

	Individual garden histories, internal organization, and internal politics are equally variable. Membership populations range from highly diverse groups in terms of class, ethnic, and racial backgrounds to more homogeneous groups, largely reflecting the demographics of the respective neighborhoods. Some gardens are run and operated by children and teenagers in the neighborhood; in others members include seniors and children and all age groups in between. Generally gardens will have a mix of individual member plots and common areas. Some gardens are planted entirely with flowers and decorative plants, others are filled with vegetables and fruits, and many contain a mix of these. The single unifying factor is that these gardens have been formed and are maintained by people in the communities.

	 

	In this book I portray the history and present of urban community gardens on the Lower East Side in New York City. This involves a consideration of cultural, political, and economic factors and dynamics within individual community gardens, at the level of neighborhood garden coalitions, and at the level of city-wide struggles on behalf of the gardens. I concentrate on the last two decades of the 20th century in this portrayal of a social movement that seeks to impact urban environments both in social and economic terms and in terms of ecological dynamics. The last decade in particular has been critical with regard to the development of a broad network of community based coalitions acting on behalf of the gardens. I situate this portrayal in the larger context of urban community gardening in the United States and refer to urban gardening initiatives in other cities in order to provide a basis for commenting on the ramifications of urban gardening beyond the specific ethnographic present of the Lower East Side. I am particularly concerned with conceptual and concrete linkages between the daily lives of urban gardeners; local, national and global issues of urban planning; environmental protection and quality of life; and food security.

	 

	According to Jane Jacobs, there are three levels of existence on which urban dwellers operate: the level of daily interaction within the immediate neighborhood, the street, or block; the level of the district or locality; and the level of the entire city (Jacobs 1961). Community gardens are focal points that help to weave together these three levels of existence. Community gardens extend from the private realm enacted in the individual member garden plot and the immediate garden community, to activism and community organization at the level of the neighborhood, and finally to city-wide community garden coalitions and organizations.

	 

	In the following pages I outline the themes and issues that must be considered in an analysis of urban community gardens and describe the fieldwork on which this book is based. In Chapter 2, I provide a contextualized history of urban community gardening in America, with a focus on the Lower East Side.

	 

	In Chapter 3, I consider the organization and internal politics of community gardens, community organization, and activism on behalf of the gardens. In Chapter 4, I look at the role of children in gardens, aesthetics, and pageants as keys to the symbolic and conceptual framework of ideas inspiring community gardeners. In Chapter 5, I explore the limitations and possibilities of urban food production and associated initiatives in community gardens. In Chapter 6, I discuss the impact of urban community gardens in New York City and in the United States, also extending the discussion to comparable developments in other countries.

	 

	 

	THE LOWER EAST SIDE

	 

	The Lower East Side of New York City, together with its colorful community gardens, represents a slice of urban history. One might say that the Lower East Side represents urban history writ large. All the dynamics and forces that have affected cities in the United States have had their impact on this particular area. By virtue of its role in the history of immigration to the United States as well as its geographical location in lower Manhattan, the Lower East Side has been subjected to extreme fluctuations in population density, industrialization and deindustrialization, waves of investment and disinvestment, housing abandonment and gentrification. The intensity of the market forces’ impact on labor and real estate in particular was matched by the complexity and tenacity of long-standing political activism. This has created a unique context for the history of community garden initiatives.

	 

	The loss of community gardens and all the attendant social, economic, educational, and cultural benefits must be seen in the context of the social and economic situation affecting population groups that are predominant in these gardens. This includes shifts in the economy and resulting changes of the labor market, a continually widening gap between rich and poor, and an increasing percentage of incomes paid by low-income and poor people for housing, exacerbated by cutbacks at all levels of social services and subsidies, particularly with regard to housing. The effects of actions by the Giuliani administration to dismantle the remaining elements of programs half-heartedly begun during earlier administrations, building maintenance and inspection programs, and to step up the process of privatization are reflected in housing data reported in 1997 (Thrush 1997).2 The continuation of this process is evident in the eagerness with which landlords of buildings with expiring Section 8 subsidy contracts are choosing to opt out of public funding in order to rent out these same apartments on the open market. Another indicator is the city’s focus on divestment and on shifting the responsibility for apartment buildings to the private sector; for instance, the Asset Sales Program launched in 1997 involves an accelerated process of selling buildings. Given a vacancy rate in 2000 of 3.19  percent, the declining number of affordable housing units and housing subsidies, the increasing number of units in need of repair, and more than 75,000 households severely overcrowded (more than 1.5 people per room), the housing crisis is not looming; it is fully entrenched.

	 

	Meanwhile, young professionals are flocking to the Lower East Side in search of housing; many of these newcomers to the area think that a one-bedroom apartment for $1,695 on Orchard Street is a bargain. In the area south of Houston Street, a portion of the Lower East Side renamed Loho by real estate agents, commercial or mixed-use buildings are being converted into rental apartments with prices as high as $3,000 a month for a studio (Hamilton 2000). Apartments that landlords chose to keep vacant in the 1970s are now being renovated as rentals in a market of skyrocketing rents.

	 

	On the Lower East Side, Puerto Ricans have been particularly affected by these developments. Historically Puerto Ricans in the United States and in New York City have been subject to a limited and discriminatory labor market and housing. This is a process of long standing, beginning with capital flight and the contraction of manufacturing during the late 1950s, with severe job losses in industries such as garment trades, small manufacturing, restaurants, and hotels with large numbers of low-paid workers (Sánchez 1986). Mele traces the history of gentrification of the Lower East Side and the displacement pressures and concomitant disenfranchisement of Puerto Ricans over the past forty years (Mele 2000).3 For this population group grassroots-based housing initiatives and community gardens provided the means for regaining a sense of control over their lives and staking a claim to the neighborhood.

	 

	Names of community gardens—Esperanza, Paraíso, Amigos, De Colores, All Peoples, Miracle, Tranquilidad (Hope, Paradise, Friends, Many Colors, Tranquility) to name a few—on the Lower East Side are  evocative  of  visions for a community (von Hassell 1998). These visions differ, reflecting a diversity of constructs of “community.” A statement of purpose of the Green Oasis Community Garden, founded in 1981, clearly spells out the founders’ vision.

	 

	First, to create something beautiful that would change the way the community felt about the neighborhood. Second, to encourage members of the community to become involved, allowing for an opportunity for all to share in a common positive experience and community responsibility. And third, to provide a safe space for the youth, an alternative to the streets.

	 

	Green Oasis was constructed on five building lots and contains a theater, a playground, a grape arbor, a barbecue pit, a pond housing goldfish and a turtle, birdhouses, vegetable plots, slate and marble pathways for wheelchair accessibility, a gazebo, and beehives providing honey. Its founding fathers, Reinaldo Arana and Norman Vallee, were artists. Their goal was to create an alternative to the streets for the neighborhood youth. Twenty years later the garden stages regular theater productions and runs art and theater workshops in cooperation with local schools and city programs. The garden’s active board of directors reflects the diversity of the neighborhood; among other activities, the board engages in fundraising campaigns in order to expand existing programs and to develop new activities. A junior board of directors, consisting of children and young adults, operates alongside the adult board of directors, with active involvement in the running of the garden and the decision-making process.

	 

	Another example of such a statement of purpose is the more personal description by Carmen Pabón, the founder of the Jardín Bello Amanecer Borencano.4

	 

	“I begin the garden Bello Amanecer in 1984 by the month of June. The purpose of this garden was for elderly people and children of the neighborhood. I have a group of elderly working with me, planting flowers, having activities, having ministry once a week on Wednesday by Diane Dunne, Ministry of Hope for the Future for the homeless people, feeding them three times a week. Monday night and Wednesday at 3 P.M., we have bible study, food orientation, housing. Saturday 1:30 to 6 P.M. we provide food, clothes pantry for the elderly for the weekend. Thursday exercise in the afternoon. Friday we get together in the garden with all the elderly to have workshop” (Carmen Pabón, Jardín Bello Amanecer Borencano).

	 

	Carmen Pabón came to the United States in 1946; she worked in a sewing factory in the Bronx. Living in a public housing apartment on Houston Street from the 1950s on, she raised eight children and became a very active member in the community—in her children’s school, in the church she attended, and in the community board. She was concerned with the inadequacy of social services for poor people and the need for affordable housing. She started the garden in 1984, after she had retired. The community organizations Charas and Adopt-A-Building supported her efforts and helped her to obtain a lease from Operation Green Thumb, and homeless people whom she knew helped her to clear the garbage-filled lot. Carmen Pabón tended and operated the garden with assistance by a few friends and volunteers. It contained many sitting areas with chairs and tables underneath trees, a few planting areas along the side, and a small casita in the back. Its main use was as an outdoor space for social activities, not necessarily specifically linked to gardening. The Jardín Bello Amanecer Borencano was partially bulldozed on February 15, 2000. Only a thin sliver on the side with the colorful mural was saved. In view of the forthcoming construction next to it, the “Beautiful Dawn of Puerto Rico” will be little more than a dark alley between two building walls.

	 

	These two gardens, successful in their different ways, are examples of the diversity of character and focus of the gardens on the Lower East Side. They also illustrate some of the demographic factors of the Lower East Side. Thus, founding members of Green Oasis were part of a contingent of predominantly white educated middle-class residents who came to the Lower East Side in the 1960s and thereafter and became involved in various types of activism on behalf of the neighborhood. The founder of the Jardín Bello Amanecer Borencano is one of many Puerto Rican working-class women who came to the Lower East Side in the 1940s and who got involved in community activism and gardens and became leaders in their community. At times in the history of community gardens on the Lower East Side, these demographics and attendant social and economic class dynamics have exacerbated divisions. However, just as often such divisions have been overcome, as individual groups find common ground in the struggle for community gardens and ultimately for the right to determine the future of their own community.

	 

	Community gardens on the Lower East Side have been described as “dreamy.” An anthropologist who has researched and written about the area for decades mentions the gardens in connection with a list of initiatives on the Lower East Side since the 1970s:

	 

	“Other similarly dreamy ideas had already been put into action: a communal apartment house on East Eleventh Street heated with solar power, a portion of its electricity supplied by a sleek windmill; communal urban gardens that were beginning to take shape amidst the ruins of burned-out buildings, providing shade, beauty, and fragrance, and often vegetables to boot—many of them crowned with casitas” (Sharff 1998: 83).5

	 

	Perhaps these gardens are indeed based on “dreamy ideas,” yet, they have proven to be remarkably resilient, persisting in the face of a largely unsupportive and eventually actively hostile city administration. While the history of community gardens on the Lower East Side is not transferrable to other cities, elements of this resilience, creativity, and an increasing degree of organization and activism are replicated to differing degrees in community garden initiatives in cities across the United States. A portrayal of the history of community gardens on the Lower East Side cannot claim to represent urban community gardens in all of New York City or across the nation; for that matter, such a history cannot claim to represent all gardens on the Lower East Side, given the diversity at all levels among them. However, a focused portrayal and analysis can serve as a magnifying lens and a foundation for a consideration of the history and significance of urban community gardens in the country.

	 

	In the mid-1990s a gardener in the El Sol Brilliante community garden on the Lower East Side was asked to describe the garden’s contents in terms of plants and animal life: “We have a peach tree, two plum trees, a fig tree, two apple trees. People grow all types of vegetables from corn and sunflowers to lettuce and okra. We have two resident cats in the garden, lots of birds and squirrels, and I recently found a bat.” This gardener like other gardeners on the Lower East Side knows every plant in the garden, is intimately familiar with the garden’s contours, and knows at what times of the day sunlight can reach past the surrounding buildings into the garden. Such statements by gardeners describing their gardens ring with a jubilant sense of pride and a sense of staking a claim to something created by their own hands. They reflect a delight in signing their work and taking responsibility for it. An expression of individuality, proclaimed in this statement as much as in the physical structure of gardens with their individual plots, coexists with an identification with a group, “we,” which may include all members of a particular garden, all gardens in a community, or even all gardens in New York City. Community gardens provide a unique linkage between individual existence in urban environments and experiences within a group context and at the level of the entire city.

	 

	 

	CONCEPTUAL THEMES RAISED BY URBAN COMMUNITY GARDEN INITIATIVES

	 

	It is an interesting commentary on the perception of community gardens by social scientists that a recent volume on the anthropology of landscape contains no more than a passing reference to allotment gardens (Hirsch 1995: 3). Yet that volume is concerned, among others, with perceptions of space and place and the way in which such perceptions are played out in the “relationship [here] between an ordinary, workaday life and an ideal, imagined existence, vaguely connected to, but still separate from that of the everyday” (Hirsch 1995: 3). Community gardens bridge that distance. Rooted in the everyday life of people in cities, community gardens are the embodiment of a concrete “praxis” of claiming the city landscape, literally reshaping it, recycling it, eating it.

	 

	Community gardens have important stories to tell as individual instances of social history and as keys to urban history. Community gardens have provided a context for the development of ideas and concepts relevant to our understanding of urban shifts and dynamics over the past decades as well as in the future. The ideas and concepts can be considered from three angles.

	 

	Community gardens are points of junction, expression of, and battleground for the emergence of new sets of ideas of living in cities, providing a setting and context for a new praxis of urban community activities, community action, citizenship, and activism.

	 

	Community gardens as individual entities and as part of larger whole are points of intersection for the dynamics of politics (racial, cultural, class), economics (housing, development, poverty), the environment (open space, cities of the future, ecological systems), technology (biotechnology, pollution, urban agriculture), and gender roles (in gardens’ internal organization and in coalitions and activism on behalf of the gardens).

	 

	Finally, community gardens, individually and as a group, can be seen as a form of revitalization movement. A revitalization movement, a deliberate attempt to create a new way of life for a society or group, can take many forms, with different degrees of religious and political emphasis. Such movements generally arise in the context of rapid changes, feelings of loss and powerlessness, and the experience of some form of domination. On the Lower East Side, community garden initiatives have represented a central component in the struggle to construct an entire way of life as a response to poverty and attendant social ills, in resistance to the anomy and alienation in urban life, and in partial rejection of the market economy.

	 

	Urban community gardens have arisen in the context of a market economy. In New York City in particular, the political economy of corporate concentration, the real estate market, and labor market shifts have been instrumental in creating vacant land, which was then turned into community gardens by neighborhood people. The same processes contributed to increasing pressures on these spaces in the form of investment capital and a city administration bent on returning these spaces to the tax rolls. A related set of processes, part and parcel of efforts to make the city safe and attractive to corporate capital, revolves around increased efforts by the city administration to control public space and discipline the poor and middle class alike (street vendors, jaywalkers, community gardeners, artists). For community gardens this has meant privatization and bulldozing of gardens.

	 

	The market economy and dynamics of power and capital provide the base and context for the conflicts in the realms of ecology, poverty, housing, education, and community that are played out in community gardens and in the struggle over their continued existence. The conceptual themes raised by community garden initiatives must be understood in this context. These themes are as follows: a concern with sustainability of cities in the context of a burgeoning environmental movement, the development of visions for an alternative society, an eclectic and amorphous set of beliefs loosely labeled eco-feminist spirituality, the power and uses made of the media in conjunction with new forms of communication, and shifting conceptualizations of individuality and individuals in society. These themes are defined, limited, and caused by the market economy, however, in the context of the history of urban community gardens they have also given rise to new forms of negotiating life in cities and new levels of community organization and activism.

	 

	 

	Sustainability

	 

	A key term in environmental activism is sustainability. Initially derived from the notion of an equilibrium within a closed loop in an environmental cycle, it has come to represent a complex social-cultural and economic proposition in relation to the environment. According to Nijkamp and Perrels, sustainability in urban environments refers to “cities where socio-economic interests are brought together in harmony (co-evolution) with environmental and energy concerns in order to ensure continuity in change” (Nijkamp and Perrels 1994: 4). In the late 20th century the notion of an environmental equilibrium has given way to new approaches in ecological thinking, with a focus on non-equilibrium dynamics, spatial and temporal variation, complexity, and uncertainty (Scoones 1999). In community garden initiatives, individuals are confronted with such a more dynamic perspective on ecology on a daily basis, making them aware of the impact of human actions on the environment, the complexity and changing nature of the environment, and the fragility of initiatives in social and political terms.

	 

	Wekerle (1996) distinguishes between two dominant discourses on urban sustainability. One discourse is centered on a so-called eco-systems approach that seeks to integrate ecological principles into urban planning by incorporating scientific, technical data on environmental degradation and the environmental impacts of development and growth. The other discourse is concerned with the dynamics of global restructuring and the role of global capital and transnational corporations in ongoing competition among cities to maintain prosperity through growth. According to Wekerle both of these discourses are flawed and partial perspectives. Both in different ways leave out or ignore space for agency of individuals or even individual organizations. A third and alternative discourse on urban sustainability derives much of its impetus from mobilizations of social movement groups.

	 

	Taking a holistic approach, this discourse links economic growth, environmental health and social equity. Decent jobs, adequate living conditions, and democratic decision-making are seen as compatible with urban environments that are free from contamination and pollution. Urban sustainability is viewed as the outcome of urban policies and programs that are community-based and decentralized in their decision-making, with a goal of eliminating existing hierarchies of power and domination. The transformation of social relations and the democratization of everyday life are viewed as the essence of sustainable cities. This discourse from the grassroots is fundamentally different from the emphasis on eco-system sustainability that is rooted in an ecological model or the global restructuring model that posits the juggernaut of global capital forces (Wekerle 1996: 138).

	 

	An example of this discourse can found in the work by Daly and Cobb, who discuss their ideas for sustainable economic welfare in an attempt to offer “realistic alternatives to capitalism and socialism (both growth economics)” (Daly and Cobb 1989: 2). They argue that the scale of human activity has become too large relative to the biosphere and that only a radical revision of all social and economic organization on the basis of the principle of sustainability would help to stave off a looming environmental and ultimately human disaster. To this end they argue in favor of decentralization of political and economic power, ownership or participation in the management of the means of production, and the subordination of the economy to social goals (Daly and Cobb 1989: 15).6

	 

	Community garden initiatives represent such attempts to work toward urban sustainability. This is reflected in gardens’ internal organization and in activities such as food production, waste management, land use, and efforts to recycle everything from old truck tires to brownfields. In community gardens the embrace of the concept of sustainability represents challenges to key tenets of the market economy. By their actions community gardeners propose a departure from the market economy’s principle of “aprês moi le deluge” of unchecked growth, leaving behind wasted environments and wasted generations for whom there is no place in the profoundly transformed labor market of the late 20th century. Instead gardeners, by engaging in a praxis that emphasizes democratic organizational forms, urban food production, cooperative entrepreneurship, education, and an awareness of the fragility of the environment, struggle toward a notion of stewardship of the environment and individual possibilities and choices within that context.

	 

	According to Williams a fundamental distortion in people’s perception of their lives arises in the course of urbanization. An essential fact of human existence—food production—is displaced and viewed as marginal and associated with the past and distant lands (Williams 1973: 300). Community garden initiatives reflect an appreciation for this essential fact of human existence. They go further than that. Not reducible to quaint illustrations of what a radish looks like in the ground or bean sprouts in a school experiment, the horticultural equivalent of a petting farm, community garden initiatives touch upon patterns of production, distribution, and consumption, transforming day-to-day lives of members at multiple levels of meaning.

	 

	A vision of a sustainable city and sustainable communities is expressed in a description of the Banana Kelly Street project on Kelly Street in the South Bronx. This project, begun in the early 1970s, involved a combination of housing rehabilitation and construction and community gardening as the result of grass-roots community activism (Fowler 1996). The first housing project involved a family of eight; in addition to increasingly sophisticated housing initiatives, Banana Kelly then went on to the creation of a food cooperative and a recycling center as well as a community garden in a vacant lot. According to Fowler this counters what he calls ecologically and socially destructive agriculture. “The connection to the examples of Banana Kelly and urban farming is clear: a healthy city form (or countryside) comes from the performance of basic economic activity—growing food, building shelter—collectively at the most local level” (Fowler 1996: 228).

	 

	Fowler’s description is idealistic to the point of being oblivious to the political context and the history and development of Banana Kelly over time (von Hassell 1996). Like many other community development initiatives, Banana Kelly has been fraught with conflicts over leadership, goals, and strategies to achieve those goals, has been subject to increasing distance between leadership and clients, and has involved manipulation of and imposition of values upon those people whom it was to serve—hardly “like ecosystems undisturbed by humans” (Fowler 1996: 225). However, the ideas involved—the linkages between housing, work, food production, and community gardens as means of redressing social inequities and providing building blocks for community organization—have informed many initiatives in the following decades.

	 

	The concept of sustainability as it is embraced by community garden activists also involves national and global perspectives. Community gardeners have drawn my attention to publications such as the Earth First Journal, a publication that is as much concerned with the destruction of the environment at a global level as with social inequities enacted and sustained by corporate capital and the market economy. Concerned about gene manipulation of seeds, chemical fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides, and the domination of urban food supply by large corporate chains, community gardeners make linkages between the micro environment of a community garden and national and global issues and between social activism and environmental activism.

	 

	 

	Visions of an Alternative Society

	 

	“The emerging radical culture of the near future will focus on the values and experiences of hunters, gatherers, gardeners, and free peasants in the “excluded zones” marked for neglect or simple expropriation by Capital. This culture will involve a strong neo-shamanic movement on a much wider and more popular level than now Gardening will emerge as one of the major economic forces of this resistance, but also as a central cultural focus. If there is to be a “War on the Zaibatsus” (whether violent or non-violent), it will be fought in part for a cause that is both symbol and substance of the reality envisioned in the very act of resistance: the garden. Grow your own world” (Wilson 1999: 33–34).

	 

	This text is from the introduction of a publication called Avant Gardening, a collection of essays about community gardens in New York City, in particular on the Lower East Side, by gardener, artists, writers, and activists. It reflects the eclectic syncretism of ideas that has been the characteristic of activist thought in environmental initiatives. It also reflects the fact that for many individuals community garden initiatives represent more than the wish to grow tomatoes and marigolds in vacant lots; instead, they have become central components in a critique of civilization and in the development of alternative visions for society.

	Wilson (1999) speaks of a need “to resist the triumph of global capital,” arguing that global capital and its effects on daily life leave no room for the imagination. He makes an analogy to the notion of a generic apple, an apple perfect in appearance but devoid of taste, the sterile product of industrial farming. According to Wilson, global capital has an effect on life that is similar to the creation of the generic apple, erasing vitality, creativity, and imagination. Gardening is seen as a way to counter this domination, transforming everyday life and reinjecting place-based meaning into daily activities of production, distribution, and consumption.

	 

	In alternative visions for society encountered in community garden initiatives, nostalgic notions of the past are wrapped into and transformed within a modernist vision. The nostalgia is for envisioned previous “golden ages,” which of course never existed. Williams reminds us that reference to an idea derived from the past is not reducible to a merely nominal continuity. A recurrence of a concept cannot be treated as an illusion simply to be contradicted or exposed—“it has power as such” (Williams 1973: 292).7 Indeed, ideas and concepts when divorced from their original context can acquire even greater power.

	 

	Williams makes a distinction between insiders who live directly within a landscape and outsiders who entertain an objectified concept of it; one is rooted in nature, the other in an existence defined by commercial life, where everything including the land can be alienated. According to Hirsch this falsely splits the two modes of experience as if they were mutually exclusive (Hirsch 1995: 13). However, Williams also shows precisely how these two modes of experience are interrelated. That is, language and thought are fragmented in the modern experience, and the perspectives of the insider, caught in the immediacy of the experience, and the objectifying outsider are wrapped into a single complex and conflicted vision of urban and rural landscapes. “These fictions of cities of the future interact, in the mind, with the long fictions of the pastoral” (Williams 1973: 277).

	 

	Community gardeners seek to restore the possibility of experiencing one’s environment in an immediate fashion; at the same time they are rooted in and defined by the market economy and are critical observers of it. Urban community gardens are not attempts to escape the city, but rather attempts to live within it, to confront it, and to selectively reject and appropriate aspects of its structures and

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Original words by Ralph Chaplin in support of the Industrial Workers of the World (I.W.W.), known as Wobblies, who were involved in a labor dispute between copper mining companies and their workers in the second decade of the 20th century. The text was adapted for the struggle for community gardens by the artists Lisa Van Guard, a member of the Bronx-based Cherry Tree Association, Inc., an organization working on behalf of community gardens. The Cherry Tree Association is one of a range of organizations under the umbrella of La Casa del Sol, a Bronx-based cultural center that began as a housing and garden cooperative. The Cherry Tree Association together with La Casa de Sol was instrumental in founding the More Gardens! Coalition. Members proceeded to write other songs, which were used at demonstrations, public hearings and meetings and assembled in a collection, More Gardens! Coalition Songbook.

		Accordingly, between 1993 and 1997, the city lost 113,000 of its most affordable apartments ($500 or less). City-wide rents increased by 18.4 percent (1981–1993 total increase $100, 1993–1996 another $100). At the same time real incomes declined by 2.3 percent between 1993 and 1996, and one third of all renters (40,000 more than in 1993) were below the poverty line. In 1997 the proportion of income New Yorkers use for rent increased from 30.8 percent to 32.8 percent; the poorest tenants pay nearly three-quarters of their income on rent. The city’s In Rem policy has created a “permanent underclass” of over 10,000 deteriorating buildings in poor neighborhoods; the number of buildings in tax arrears has hovered at around 14,000 for several years. From 1994 on, New York City put a stop to the use of federal and city funds for building maintenance and renovation. The Department of Housing Preservation and Development’s [HPD] anti-abandonment program, which would have transferred many of these buildings to responsible third-party landlords or non-profit groups, has foundered for lack of planning and funding. Congress and the Clinton administration eliminated the proposed increase in the number of Section 8 rent vouchers, so that tenants eligible in theory have to wait for current voucher holders to die; in New York City 236,000 families are on a waiting list for Section 8 assistance. Congress cut funding for poor tenants from $24.9 billion in 1992 to $15.7 billion in 1997 (Thrush 1997).

		In 1990, the median household income in Community District 3 was $20,007 compared to $30,000 for New York City. The per capita median income in 1990 was $11,309. In 1989, 27.2 percent of the population in Community District 3 received some form of income support, while in New York City 17.2 percent received such support (New York City Department of City Planning 1992). The median household income for Puerto Ricans in New York City was $21,000. In 1990, the poverty rate for Puerto Ricans in New York City was 40.6 percent (U.S. Census 1990). The 1998 Community District Needs report is based on the 1990 Census figures and estimates from the following years; essentially it reiterates previous reports (New York City Department of City Planning 1998).

		Carmen Pabón chose the name Bello Amanecer Borencano (Beautiful Dawn of Borinquen); she told me that she thought of it when she came into the garden one early morning and saw the sun rise. Borinquen is the indigenous Taíno name for the island of Puerto Rico.

		Casitas are airy wooden structures for outdoor socializing, which originated in rural Puerto Rico (also see Chapter 4).

		Also see Daniel Coleman for a discussion of green politics. He calls for “a movement and a society that value the earth, empowering all people to participate actively in the realization of their own well-being and fulfillment. Grassroots democracy is antithetical to the identification of people merely as passive consumers. It entails an active citizenship that transforms the character of the citizen through the process of participation in the public life of the community” (Coleman 1994:116).

		For instance, some housing activists on the Lower East Side trace the notion of community ownership of land in the development of the concept of community land trusts to the Middle Ages (von Hassell 1996: 26–27).

		Beltane, an ancient Celtic fertility festival, also known as May Day, May Eve or Walpurgis Night, officially begins at moonrise on May Day Eve (April 30), and marks the beginning of the second half of the year.

		Also see James Lovelock on the so-called Gaia theory, according to which earth and all beings on it are seen as a single complex organism; “we may find ourselves and all other living things to be parts and partners of a vast being who in her entirety has the power to maintain our planet as a fit and comfortable habitat for life” (Lovelock 1979: 1). Lovelock tried to suggest ways in which human beings might live in harmony with Gaia. Milton draws attention to the ambiguity in the Gaia concept with regard to the location of power. Gaia as a living organism is vulnerable, yet at the same time Lovelock appears to suggest that Gaia is able to survive without human input. “[The Gaia theory’s] implications are such that environmentalists have felt unable or unwilling to ignore it, but suggest neither that Gaia is totally in control of her own destiny, nor that her future is fully in our hands” (Milton 1996: 133). However, the interesting element is not so much the ambiguity about the locus of power, but rather the fact that responsibility for keeping the planet in good order as it were is shared by all human beings.

		Bronislaw Malinowski (1884–1942), British social anthropologist, and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), Austrian philosopher.

		The Austrian theoretical physicist Erwin Schrödinger (1887–1961), known for his work in quantum physics, had devised a thought experiment, involving a cat in a box and a chain of possible reactions. These reactions are initiated by particles of light or photons that are fired at a half-silvered mirror; there is a 50–50 chance that the mirror reflects the particles or lets them pass through. If a particle passes through the mirror, it strikes a photoelectric detector acting as a tripping device and breaking a vial of poison, thus killing the cat. If the mirror reflects the particle, the cat lives. However, according to quantum physics, when in pure isolation, sealed off from the influence of their surroundings, particles remain in a state of what is known as quantum superposition, a suspension between various states. The act of observation—the opening of the box—forces the particle to choose one state or another. Taking Schrödinger’s thought experiment to its logical conclusion, the photon in the box “would linger in a superposition of the two possible paths it could take, leaving the cat in the uncomfortable position of being simultaneously dead and alive” (Johnson 2000).

		See von Hassell 1996.

		“Mais, mon révérend père, dit Candide, il y a horriblement du mal sur la terre.—Qu’importe, dit le dervishe, qu’il y ait du mal ou du bien? Quand Sa Hautesse envoie un vaisseau en Égypte, s’embarasse-t-elle si les souris qui sont dans le vaisseau sont à leur aise ou non?—Que faut-il donc faire? demande Pangloss.—Te taire, dit le dervishe” (Voltaire 1970: 126).
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