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Large-scale community gardens are an increasingly common feature in the suburbs of 

Central New Jersey, and yet the inner-city model has essentially defined how we think of 

community gardening.  Community gardens indicate where people are, and yet the literature 

bias towards urban community gardens neglects this growing trend of large non-urban 

community gardens.  This study, therefore, investigates three large format suburban 

community gardens ð gardens that consist of one hundred or more individual plots ð that 

are removed from the urban setting.  The questions that this research seeks to answer are: 

Who is participating in large-scale suburban community gardening, and what are their 

reasons for participation?  In answering these questions, the intent is to also begin to 

understand the conditions of suburbia that foster the impetus for creation of such gardens.  

In order to understand the gardens spatially as they relate to their contextual surroundings, I 

used methods of geospatial mapping.  To understand the gardens structurally as a place, I 

made use of on-site observation and conducted interviews with garden coordinators 

representing each site.  In order to understand the garden in terms of the user group, I 

conducted a series of personal interviews with participating gardeners that focused heavily 

on themes of community and social capital, food systems and production, and recreation 

and well-being.  The study shows that gardeners participating in large-scale suburban efforts 

are doing so for many of the same reasons cited in the literature and by organizations such as 
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the American Community Gardening Association with regards to participation at urban 

locations; however, the suburban context has a significant impact on how these reasons are 

defined and the ways in which these reasons are described. 
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I. Introduction  

Purpose 

 Community gardens have been defined broadly as òany piece of land gardened by a 

group of peopleó1 and more specifically as a garden space in which individuals have their 

own plots but share in the general management.2  Often community gardens are discussed in 

terms of the benefits they provide to those who garden, and these benefits translate easily to 

reasons why individuals or groups choose to participate in a gardening project.  The 

American Community Gardening Association offers a list that includes such benefits as 

improved quality of life, community development, and production of nutritious food, which 

are values that extend to a definition that is inclusive of urban, suburban and rural gardens. 3   

The majority of benefits commonly cited, however, such as neighborhood beautification, 

crime reduction, and heat island mitigation seem to reference the community garden that is 

situated in a dense urban context: the quintessential American community garden nestled on 

a small vacant lot in a neighborhood dominated by concrete and plagued by food insecurity.  

This particular version of the community garden, popularized in the 1970s, has been the 

subject of numerous studies and books.   

Many of these gardens, established in cities suffering from urban blight during the 

1970s, sought to transform deserted land and to provide local residents ð who were, by and 

large, members of poor minority groups ð with opportunities for social interaction, 

recreation and access to food.4  This inner-city movement, which has essentially  

                                                        
1 This definition is provided by the American Community Gardening Association website, accessed 11 March 
2013, http://www.communitygarden.org/. 
2 Lawson, Laura.  City Bountiful.  Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005 (page 3). 
3 A complete listing of benefits cited by the ACGA can be found on the organizationõs website, accessed 11 
March 2013, http://www.communitygarden.org/. 
4 Lawson, Laura.  City Bountiful.  Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005 (page 219). 
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Figure 1. Chestnut Avenue Community Garden, Trenton. Photo by the author. 

defined the practice of community gardening, functions as a catalyst for social and 

environmental transformation, and has earned its place in academic journals and books as it 

continues to gain ground and garner support in cities like Detroit, New York and Chicago.  

Community gardens indicate where people are, and yet very little attention has been given to 

the growing trend of large non-urban community gardens in the United States.  In his book 

Urban Green, Peter Harnik, who is director of the Trust for Public Landõs Center for City 

Park Excellence, devotes a chapter to community gardens and writes that they are  

òoverwhelmingly urban.ó5  This study, therefore, investigates a group of large format 

suburban community gardens ð gardens that consist of one hundred or more individual 

plots ð that are removed from the urban setting and, surprisingly, from the neighborhood 

context altogether.  The research seeks to understand the conditions of suburbia that create 

                                                        
5 Harnik, Peter.  Urban Green: Innovative Parks for Resurgent Cities.  Washington: Trust for Public Land, 2010 (page 
83). 
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the need for community gardens, and subsequently what the motives are for participation in 

large-scale suburban community gardening. 

 Before going further, however, I find it essential to define and understand the term 

suburb, its variants suburban and suburbia, and the sprawl that is typically associated with the 

suburbs, as they will be used throughout this study.  I will also introduce the sites selected 

and research methods used for the study, and then present a brief historical narrative of 

community gardening in the United States. 

Defining the Suburbs 
 
 Like the term community garden, suburbs have myriad ways in which they can be 

defined.  Broadly speaking, the suburbs are the outlying districts of a city,6 characterized by 

residential land use and single-family homes.  Urban planning historians generally consider 

the dominance of the suburbs as a desired housing option to be born out of a convergence 

of several policies that encouraged urban dispersal in the years following the Second World 

War.  Most notable of these were the Federal Housing Administration and Veterans 

Administration loan programs, which provided mortgages for millions of new houses.7  

These programs, coupled with major road improvement and interstate highway 

development, promoted a migration away from city centers for those who could afford to do 

so.  To many, the suburbs promised space, convenience, family life and upward mobility, 

and as a result re-defined our notion of what it meant to be middle class.8  The suburbs 

offered a yard of oneõs own and opportunity for green space that didnõt need to be shared; 

                                                        
6 Definition by The Oxford Dictionary, 1996. 
7 Duany, Andres, et al.  Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the American Dream.  New York: 
North Point Press, 2000. 
8 The End of Suburbia.  Dir. Gregory Greene.  Electric Wallpaper Company (Canada) 2004. 
 YouTube. 
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they met our desire for individualism and privacy.  Separateness, historian Kenneth T. 

Jackson writes, became òessential to the identity of the suburban house.ó  He goes on to say, 

òThe new ideal was no longer to be part of a close community, but to have a self-contained 

unit, a private wonderland walled off from the rest of the world.ó9  To others, particularly 

those with the benefit of hindsight offered by the span of decades since the 1940s, the 

suburbs represent the ògreatest mis-allocation of resources in the history of the worldó10 and 

are, simply stated, places that offer ònone of the amenities of the country and none of the 

amenities of the town.ó11   

Further decentralization, commonly known as sprawl, emanating from the suburbs 

has made dependence on the automobile even more essential and has pushed low-density 

development even farther afield.  Andres Duany, American architect and leader in the New 

Urbanism movement, offers five characteristics of suburban sprawl12 that are helpful in 

defining the surrounding contexts of the three gardens selected for this research.  These 

components are as follows: housing subdivisions (places consisting only of residences), 

shopping centers (places exclusively for shopping and not easily accessed by walking), office 

parks (places only for work, more often than not surrounded by highways), civic institutions 

(town halls, schools and churches that no longer function as a focal point to the community 

as such places typically do in urban centers and are, like the shopping centers, not easily 

accessed by pedestrians but rather are designed to accommodate many automobiles), and 

roadways (miles of impervious surface made necessary by the disparate nature of the 

                                                        
9 Jackson, Kenneth T. Crabgrass Frontier: The suburbanization of the United States.  New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1985.  Page 58. 
10 James Howard Kunstler in The End of Suburbia. Dir. Gregory Greene.  Electric Wallpaper Company (Canada) 
2004. YouTube. 
11 Ibid. 
12 òThe five components of sprawl,ó pages 5-7.  Duany, Andres, et al.  Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the 
Decline of the American Dream.  New York: North Point Press, 2000. 
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suburbs).  In the case of this study, I am particularly aware of a reliance on the automobile 

for most of the suburbaniteõs daily needs, as well as the distinctive difference in population 

density between the urban center and its surrounding towns.  The gardens selected as case 

studies in this research are situated in suburban contexts that are well defined by these two 

elements, as well as the others Duany lists. 

Site Selection and Description 

The sites selected for study are Duke Farms Community Garden, East Brunswick 

Community Garden, and Lawrence Township Community Garden.  Duke Farms 

Community Garden is situated on a portion of the Duke Farms Estate located in 

Hillsborough, New Jersey and was opened in spring of 2011.  In its first year the garden 

consisted of 210 plots, and in 2012 expanded to contain 420 plots, which are awarded by a 

lottery system to people who live and/or work in Somerset County.  The plots range in size 

from 10õx10õ to 15õx30õ and are situated in blocks of seven, each with their own water 

source.  An annual fee of $20-60 is required of participants and is based on plot size. East 

Brunswick Community Garden, is located on municipal land and has been gardened since 

2009.  Those who live or work in East Brunswick may register to garden one of the 167 

10õx10õ plots for an annual fee of $10 per plot.  The Lawrence Township Community 

Garden is located on land granted yearly by the Lawrenceville School, a private boarding 

school situated on 700 acres in Central New Jersey.  The garden is composed of 139 plots, 

each measuring 20õx20õ, and these are available to residents of the township for an annual fee 

of $45 and to non-residents for $90.  (See figure 2) 

These three gardens have been selected in order to provide a range of key factors.  

The selection includes gardens that exhibit three approaches to land access: preserved land 
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in the case of Duke Farms, municipal land in the case of East Brunswick, and private land in 

the case of Lawrence Township.  They also exhibit a spectrum of gardenerõs median  

 

Figure 2 A comparative look at the site plans of the three gardens selected for this study.  From top to bottom: Duke 
Farms, East Brunswick and Lawrence Township community gardens.  Illustration by author. 
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household income, ranging from $86,009 to $121,788 annually, and provide an interesting 

comparison to the median household incomes typical of surrounding urban centers.13  All 

three are intended to provide a lens through which to examine the non-neighborhood 

suburban community garden.  The garden sites will be discussed further with the findings 

from my research. 

Research Methods 

A mixed methods approach was selected in order to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the three community gardens chosen for this study.  To understand the 

gardens spatially as they relate to their contextual surroundings, I employed methods of geo-

spatial mapping.  To understand the gardens structurally as a place, I made use of on-site 

observation and conducted expert interviews with garden coordinators representing each 

site.  In order to understand the garden in terms of the user group, I conducted a series of 

personal interviews with participating gardeners. 

 The series of maps created for this study and their accompanying analysis can be 

found in chapter IV.  They offer a broad description of the communities in which the 

gardens are located, and therefore are valuable in their ability to present a picture of how 

each of the sites is situated in terms of surrounding population density, income level, rate of 

home ownership, and racial and ethnic make-up.  I begin by looking at the state of New 

Jersey as a whole in order to help define the areas of study in a much larger context that 

confirms their suburban quality, and then examine the gardens individually on a more 

nuanced level.  The East Brunswick and Lawrence Township community gardens are 

                                                        
13 For the purposes of this research, I find it helpful to compare this data to nearby cities such as 
Trenton, Philadelphia and New Brunswick.  2010 census data from <quickfacts.census.gov> shows 
them to have median household incomes of $36,727, $37,016 and $40,280, respectively. 
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mapped at the municipal level, and the garden at Duke Farms is mapped at the county level.  

These mapping extents are determined based on the area from which they draw gardeners. 

The expert interviews that I conducted with the garden coordinators also lend 

themselves to a broader picture of each garden and help to answer particular questions 

regarding the gardenõs history, establishment, land tenure and management approaches.  The 

time spent in observation on-site is also intended to provide a description of the experience 

of each garden as a place. 

The bulk of my research, however, is focused on the individual gardeners in a 

qualitative manner.  I conducted a series of personal interviews with individuals participating 

at each of the three sites in order to gain an understanding of the gardenerõs perspective.  I 

designed the interviews in order to gather basic demographic data (e.g. race, age, income 

level) as well as specific information related to the gardening experience.  I sought to 

understand a wide range of factors related to their experience, including initial motivations 

for becoming involved, descriptions of the community atmosphere, and forms of dialogue 

and exchange shared among gardeners.  The motivating factors addressed during the 

interview process directly informed the conceptual framework of this paper, and themes of 

social capital, food systems, and the mental and spiritual well-being associated with 

community gardening are discussed in the following chapter. 

A Brief History of Community Gardens in America 

 Community gardens have a robust history in the United States.  Geographer Thomas 

Bassett suggests that the emergence of community gardens comes as a direct response to 

larger socioeconomic issues.  With this in mind, he organizes the history of community 

gardens into seven programmatic movements.  These programs, which share some overlap 

in the early twentieth century, are: potato patches (1894-1917), school gardens (1900-20), 
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garden city plots (1905-10), liberty gardens (1917-20), relief gardens (1930-39), victory 

gardens (1941-45), and community gardens (1970-present)14.  Laura Lawson has already 

written a detailed history of community gardens in her book, City Bountiful: A Century of 

Community Gardening in America,  that follows the trajectory outlined by Bassett above; 

therefore, I will proceed here with only a brief overview of the garden programs in order to 

provide the framework from which todayõs community gardens have emerged.   

Potato patch farms surfaced in Detroit in 1894 as Mayor Hazen Pingreeõs answer to 

urban hunger and unemployment, particularly among the Polish immigrant population.  

Despite a great deal of ridicule and an astonishing lack of government support, Pingree 

acquired 450 acres of donated urban land for the purpose of vacant-lot cultivation and 

received applications from more than 3,000 individuals who wanted to participate in the 

program.  After a surprisingly successful first season, Pingree gained monetary backing from 

city council for the garden plots and the program grew, both in acreage and gardener 

participation.  By 1896, Pingreeõs potato patches served 46.8 percent of Detroitõs families 

seeking public relief.  As word spread of Detroitõs success, vacant-lot cultivation programs 

sprang up in other cities across the nation, and vacant-lot cultivation associations formed 

with the support of the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor (AICP).  

Acquiring and keeping land was the primary challenge of these early programs, and many 

times land was lent with the understanding that it could be vacated on demand with no 

liability of the landowner to the urban gardeners.15  It was primarily because of this 

impermanent approach to land tenure that most vacant-lot cultivation associations dissolved 

                                                        
14 Bassett, Thomas. òReaping on the Margins: A Century of Community Gardening in America.ó  Landscape 25 
(1981): 1-8. 
15 Lawson, Laura.  City Bountiful: A Century of Community Gardening in America.  Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2005.  Page 37-39. 
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before the turn of the 20th century. 

 School gardens, which had previously been individual efforts, entered national 

awareness around the same time that Pingreeõs gardening programs for the poor were 

catching on.  School gardens, however, managed to gain almost immediate support from 

government agencies, garden clubs and civic groups because they were seen as a way in 

which to address educational, social, moral, recreational and environmental issues.16  By 1906 

there were over 75,000 school gardens nationwide, and in 1914 the federal Bureau of 

Education established the Division of Home and School Gardening, which officially 

endorsed school gardens as an educational resource in curriculum.17 

 Garden city plots were promoted shortly after the turn of the century with the 

intention of beautifying the city.  This time period, coined the City Beautiful movement, had 

roots in the belief that the physical environment has a great effect on human culture and 

behavior, and this belief was the underlying impetus for the planting of neighborhood 

gardens.  Gardens provided an almost immediate visual improvement in the city, and as a 

result vacant lots once again became a natural place to sow seeds.  Unlike the preceding 

vacant-lot cultivation that originated in Detroit, this later movement was geared toward 

improving moral character and civic consciousness via aesthetics.18     

 After the United States entered the First World War, urban gardening programs took 

on a much broader scope and were promoted on a national platform.  The National War 

Garden Commission was founded in 1917 with the campaign mission to convince 

Americans of the need for war gardens that would lighten the burden of the food shortages 

caused by the Great War.   Gardening became a patriotic act and called on all income levels 

                                                        
16 Ibid. 52. 
17 Ibid. 52. 
18 Ibid.  93-97. 
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for participation.  It was, according to the National War Garden Commission, a war-time 

necessity,19 a duty to help produce food for U.S. troops and her allies.  As such, every piece 

of òslacker landó ð idle soil that could be cultivated ð in cities and towns held the potential 

to bring victory nearer.  There was, as it turned out, an astonishing amount of available land: 

thousands of acres lying fallow as vacant city lots across the country, and by 1918, the 

estimated number of war gardens reached 5,285,000 and yielded at least 528,285,000 pounds 

of food.20  The Commission produced books and pamphlets that provided instruction on 

gardening, canning and drying, as well as instruction for organizing community gardens.  The 

liberty garden effort, in the words of Commission founder and president Charles Lathrop 

Pack, òsurpassed the most sanguine anticipations of those who initiated the war-garden 

movementó.21 

 The onset of the Great Depression in the 1930s ushered in relief and subsistence 

garden programs with the dual aim of providing relief and reducing idleness for the 

unemployed and impoverished.  Land for gardening was sought once again in places of 

vacancy, and although sites located in close proximity to residential communities were ideal, 

most gardens were located at the cityõs edge in order to provide more efficient relief.22  Often 

the gardens were strictly managed and most gardeners were required to carry identification 

and sign a pledge that bound them in writing to particular rules and regulations.  Though 

intended most directly as an economic response to the Depression, other benefits of social 

and educational natures were revealed.  

 The attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 catalyzed another large-scale, federally supported 

                                                        
19 Pack, Charles Lathrop.  The War Garden Victorious. 
20 Ibid. 15-17 
21 Ibid. 23 
22 Lawson, Laura J. City Bountiful.  165 
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war garden effort.  Initially the government intended only to promote more efficient large-

scale rural and suburban gardening endeavors; however, public appeal to officials called for 

the inclusion of urban gardens as well, and approximately ten million victory gardens took 

root in cities in 1942 alone.  By 1944 the USDA reported that an astonishing forty percent of 

the total U.S. vegetable supply was provided by the nearly twenty million family gardens.23  

Support for the victory garden campaign came from the Department of Agriculture, Office 

of Civilian Defense, and Office of Education.  The Office of Civilian Defense was most 

closely involved with the urban garden movement and citizens found they could fulfill a 

sense of patriotic contribution by volunteering as garden coordinators and growers far from 

the front lines. 

 The urban dispersal following the Second World War brought with it a shift in 

gardening mentality.  By and large, the practice transitioned from an act of patriotic duty to 

one of individual suburban backyard leisure, and with the exception of a few remaining 

urban victory gardens, this shift was in place until the mid-1970s.  It was at this point, amid 

the energy crisis, rising food prices and an emerging environmental ethic, that urban 

community gardening saw a renewal.  The striking difference between the gardens of this 

time period and those that had come before was the emphasis on community and an 

opportunity for social activism.  In the words of Lawson, city residents and activists sought 

to reclaim and rebuild communities faced with racial tension, declining population, 

abandoned properties, and urban renewal projects that were causing more harm than good.24 

 While it is true that community gardens showed up in both rural and suburban 

environments and not only in urban centers during the 1970s, Lawson makes it clear that 

                                                        
23 Ibid. 170 
24 Ibid. 206 
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community gardening in the early stages of its current incarnation was òbest known for 

revitalizing derelict urban land into usable open space,ó25 and it is this transformation of 

unproductive and vacant urban land into productive space that recurs across the trajectory of 

these different eras of garden programs.   

The current approach to community gardening isnõt as easily defined as, for instance, 

the potato patches of Pingreeõs Detroit.  It is impossible to determine exactly how many 

community gardens there are nationwide, in part due to the impermanence that often 

accompanies their establishment and long-term viability; however, Laura Lawson and Luke 

Drake of Rutgers University have conducted a community gardening organization survey of 

the U.S. and Canada between 2011 and 2012.  Their study does not claim to be 

comprehensive, but based on surveys completed by 445 organizations the results represent 

nearly twenty thousand community gardens.26  When mapped, the survey sample shows a 

distribution that correlates with the general population density patterns, urban areas 

accounting for 73% of gardens, suburbs for 19%, and rural areas for 8%.27  The data 

suggests a rising demand for community gardens of all types, and Lawson and Drake are 

transparent about the need to develop new strategies for measuring garden growth and 

activity in part due to the increasingly diverse nature of community gardening, particularly as 

the gardens become more prevalent in the suburban and rural context. 

What is significant is that historically, community gardens have sprung up as a 

response to some kind of social or economic shift.  Within the urban context, there are 

                                                        
25 Ibid. 220 
26 The 445 organizations surveyed account for 8,550 community gardens in the U.S. and Canada.  Additional 
gardens of which these organizations are aware brings the number of gardens to 19,483.  Lawson, Laura and 
Luke Drake.  òCommunity Gardening Organization Survey 2011-2012.ó Community Greening Review.  The 
American Community Gardening Association, 2013: 25. *    
27 Ibid. 23. 



14 
 

 
 

certain structural, social and economic matters, such as lack of open space, absence of yards 

and food insecurity that clearly lend themselves to garden development.  As I began to 

consider the emergence of the large-scale suburban community gardens that are at the center 

of this study, I found it helpful to identify a number of factors particular to the suburban 

context that might function as a catalyst for the creation of such spaces.  The conceptual 

framework that follows is intended to provide an overview of several key themes around 

which my interviews were structured.  
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II. Conceptual Framework and Literature Review 

 The motivating factors for participation in community gardens that were addressed 

during the interview process with gardeners were based in part on existing literature that 

explores reasons for community gardening in a broad context.  What follows is an 

examination of three themes ð community and social capital, food systems, and the role of 

recreation as it pertains to mental well-being ð as they might be understood within the 

framework of suburbia. 

Community and Social Capital in the Context of Suburbia 

It seems only fitting that the notion of community is addressed first and foremost 

when framing a study of community gardens.  More specifically, I hope to present an 

understanding of how the suburban context has altered the way in which we identify and 

experience community.   

The Oxford Dictionary defines community as follows: 

n. 1 a all the people living in a specific locality  b a specific locality, including its 
inhabitants 2 a body of people having a religion, a profession, etc., in common  
3 fellowship of interests, etc.; similarity 4 a monastic, socialistic, etc., body practicing 
common ownership 5 joint ownership or liability 6 the public 7 a body of nations 
unified by common interests  

 
The dictionary definition, as is often the case, can provide us with conveniently reduced and 

accessible phrases intended to present the essence of complex terms, but when we are 

speaking of something as multi-faceted and nuanced as community, I find we can be more 

informed by the way in which Wendell Berry defined the term nearly forty-five years ago.  In 

1969 he wrote,  

òA community is not merely a condition of physical proximity, no matter how 
admirable the layout of the shopping center and the streetséA community is the 
mental and spiritual condition of knowing that the place is shared, and that the 
people who share the place define and limit the possibilities of each otherõs lives.  It 
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is the knowledge that people have of each other, their concern for each other, their 
trust in each other, the freedom with which they come and go among themselvesó.28   
 

Berry seems to get at the roots of community, a noun derived from the Latin communitas: a 

word imbued with partnership and participation; a word that connotes fellowship and 

kinship.  Our fondness for the suburbs, however, seems to have pulled us from experiences 

of partnership and fellowship.  Indeed, American novelist Steven Millhauser, author of 

Dangerous Laughter, writes of a òdisturbing tendency in the American suburb: the longing for 

withdrawal, for self-enclosure, for expensive isolationó.29  And yet, by Oxfordõs definition, 

the suburbs are community.   

Robert Bellah, et al. address the popularity ð and misuse ð of the word òcommunityó 

within the context of the suburbs in Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in 

American Life.  In this book they recognize the stripping down of a deeply connected 

condition to a substance-less feeling that might more appropriately be termed òexpressive 

individualism.ó30  The prevalence of this expressive individualism in place of true community 

in the suburbs has led to a social landscape in which we find, according to American urban 

sociologist Robert Park, òlittle worlds that touch but do not interpenetrate.ó31  The failure to 

interpenetrate renders the experience of community anemic, and it is not surprising to find 

that surveys have shown two-thirds of Americans feel that societal focus places more 

emphasis on the individual than on the community.32  With this in mind, it is not remarkable 

that community gardens are gaining popularity as individuals work to meet the need for a 

                                                        
28 Berry, Wendell.  The Long-legged House.  Washington, DC: Shoemaker & Hoard, 1965 (pg 61). 
29 Millhauser, Steven.  Dangerous Laughter.  New York: Random House LLC, 2008. 
30 Bellah, Robert N.  òReading and Misreading Habits of the Heartó Sociology of Religion 2007, 68: 2, 192, accessed 
15 October 2013, www.robertbellah.com/Bellah_Reading_&_Misreading_2007.pdf 
31 Qtd. in Bellah, Robert N. et al.  Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life.  Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1985 (pg 178). 
32 Putnam, Robert D.  Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community.  New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2000 (pg 25). 

http://www.robertbellah.com/Bellah_Reading_&_Misreading_2007.pdf
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connection that has been thwarted by the very structure of suburban communities. 

It is within this context that social capital theory can offer particular lenses through 

which to view the ways in which the suburbs have restructured our ability to experience 

community.  As a sociological construct, the term social capital refers to the aggregate of 

actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or 

less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition which provides 

each of its members with the backing of collectively-owned capital, or in laymanõs terms, the 

basic tenet that social networks have value, and that an investment in social relations will 

result in a return to the individual. 33   Robert Putnam discusses social capital at length in 

Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, and emphasizes the point that 

these networks are about a social connection.  In other words, social capital is a social 

connection manifested in doing with others, not simply doing for others.  

Putnam makes the claim that social connectedness is one of the most powerful 

determinants of our well-being,34 but he is also clear about the precarious state of the 

suburbsõ social connectedness.  Citing the 1995 Department of Transportationsõ Personal 

Transportation Survey, he informs us that American adults spend an average of seventy-two 

minutes behind the wheel every day.35  Not only does this account for twice as much time as 

the average parent spends with their children daily, but these figures also indicate that each 

                                                        
33 Glover, Troy D.  òSocial Capital in the Lived Experiences of Community Gardeners.ó  Leisure Sciences, 26: 
143-162, 2004. 
34 Putnam, Robert D.  Bowling Alone (pg 326). 
35 According to the National Household Travel Survey, 2001-2002, the average driver spends fifty-five minutes 
a day behind the wheel and drives twenty-nine miles a day.  Eighty-seven percent of daily trips take place in 
personal vehicles and ninety-one percent of people commuting to work use personal vehicles.  Forty-five 
percent of daily trips are taken for shopping and errands; twenty-seven percent of daily trips are social and 
recreational; and, fifteen percent of daily trips are taken for commuting.  
www.rita.dot.gov/bts/sites/rita.dot.gov.bts/files/subject_areas/national_household_travel_survey/daily_travel
.html, accessed 24 November 2013.  The survey from 2011 indicates that in New Jersey, 71.85% of commuters 
drive alone, 8.48% car pool, and 11.03% use public transportation.  
www.gis.rita.dot.gov/StateFacts/StateFacts.aspx?StateName=New%20Jersey, accessed 24 November 2013. 

http://www.rita.dot.gov/bts/sites/rita.dot.gov.bts/files/subject_areas/national_household_travel_survey/daily_travel.html
http://www.rita.dot.gov/bts/sites/rita.dot.gov.bts/files/subject_areas/national_household_travel_survey/daily_travel.html
http://www.gis.rita.dot.gov/StateFacts/StateFacts.aspx?StateName=New%20Jersey
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additional ten minutes in daily commuting time cuts involvement in community affairs by 

ten percent.36  In Putnamõs words, this is demonstrably bad for community life, and yet the 

demand for sprawling suburbs continues to grow, and we seem quite willing to accept the 

inevitable fragmentation that our preference for more space has produced.   

Suburban living and its built-in driving requirements donõt appear to provide 

particularly effective means of building or sustaining social capital, and as a result it becomes 

apparent that a sense of community that can provide this must be sought after elsewhere.  A 

number of studies have been undertaken to examine the role of inner-city community 

gardens in fostering positive community development and generating social capital.  

Findings from one particular investigation published in 2011 indicate several ways in which 

participation in community gardens generates social capital.  Cited as primary factors are the 

bringing together of people with a common purpose and the provision of a meeting place 

that enables interaction.  Additionally, the inclusive nature of community gardens helps to 

cultivate an important sense of collective involvement, ownership and pride.37   

In the case of the three sites selected for this study, I hope to gain an understanding 

of how participation in a large-scale suburban community garden is viewed as it relates to a 

sense of being in community, and whether it satisfies a desire for an element that may very well 

be lacking in suburban life.  

Food Systems 

 During the interview process, gardeners were also asked about the influence of food 

production on their decision to participate at one of the three sites.  I did not enter into the 

interviews expecting to hear of anyone living without either financial means or convenient 

                                                        
36 Putnam, Robert D.  Bowling Alone (pg 212-213). 
37 Firth, c., Maye, D., & Pearson, D. òDeveloping òcommunityó in community gardens.ó  Local Environment.  
Vol. 16, No. 6, July 2011, 555-568. 
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access to fresh and abundant produce; however, based in part on what I knew already of the 

three garden sites and their surrounding suburban contexts, I expected to hear more 

individuals speak about awareness of the current state of our nationõs food systems.  The 

section that follows will address the notion of food sovereignty, organic and local food 

movements, and public concern over genetically modified organisms (GMOs).   

Food sovereignty reaches beyond the basic concerns of access to fresh produce and 

encompasses a desire to eat locally and organically, and to have knowledge of where oneõs 

food is sourced and what it contains (e.g. genetically engineered or modified organisms).  

Here it is helpful to first make a distinction between food security and food sovereignty.  Food 

security is the notion that an individualõs daily food needs are met, but cares nothing for 

where that food comes from or how it is produced.38  Food sovereignty, on the other hand, 

is:  

òthe right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through 
ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food 
and agriculture systems. It puts the aspirations and needs of those who produce, 
distribute and consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather than the 
demands of markets and corporations.ó39  

  

In recent years, awareness and concern about where our produce is coming from and 

what it contains has increased.  Peter Harnik, director of the Trust for Public Landõs Center 

for City Park Excellence, writes, ò[E]ach frightening headline [of pesticide scares] drives a 

few more people off òthe agro-chemical grid,ó though it doesnõt always last.  Most recently, 

the new interest in saving energy by eating locally has made some easterners and northerners 

                                                        
38 Peter Rosset of Food First provides more on this aspect of food security in the following publication: 
"Global Small-Scale Farmers' Movement Developing New Trade Regimes", Food First News & Views, Volume 
28, Number 97 Spring/Summer 2005, p.2. 
39 This definition is from the US Food Sovereignty Alliance website www.usfoodsovereigntyalliance.org.  It is 
taken from the Declaration of Nyéléni, written for the first global forum on food sovereignty, Mali, 2007.  The 
US Food Sovereignty Alliance was not established until 2010. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_First
http://www.usfoodsovereigntyalliance.org/
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swear off produce from places like California, Arizona and Florida.ó40  It is easy to see the 

correlation between this awareness and an increase in the number of farmers markets 

nationwide, which represents the growing interest in organic and/or locally grown produce.  

 According to statistics compiled by the USDA there has been a 3.6% increase in the 

number of farmers markets since 2012, and since 2000 a nearly 65% increase.41  In New 

Jersey alone there are one-hundred forty-two markets listed through the state Department of 

Agriculture,42 and this averages out to just over seven markets per county.  The USDA also 

lists forty certified organic farms in the state, and though this doesnõt take into consideration 

additional small farms that are committed to growing organically without official 

certification, it does reflect the growing demand for locally sourced organic produce.43  As 

reported by the Organic Trade Associationõs 2011 Organic Industry Survey, the sale of 

organic fruits and vegetables in 2010 experienced an increase of 11.8% from the preceding 

year,44 and sales continue to rise.  And while the jury is still out on what exactly the 

demographic profile of the organic consumer is,45 it is clear that the demand for organic is 

steadily growing, both in grocery stores and at farmers markets. 

Hand in hand with the burgeoning market for organically grown produce is a push 

for more transparency regarding the sale of genetically engineered foods.  According to a 

2003 study conducted by the Rutgers University Food Policy Institute, between 60% and 

                                                        
40 Harnik, Peter.  Urban Green: Innovative Parks for Resurgent Cities.  Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2010. 
41 Statistics from the USDA Agricultural Marketing service <www.ams.usda.gov> Farmers market information 
is voluntary and self-reported, accessed 19 January 2014. 
42 <www.jerseyfresh.nj.gov>, accessed 19 January 2014. 
43 Though the purpose of this paper is not to argue the merits of organic versus local produce, it is worth 
noting that there is a significant element of controversy regarding this approach to sourcing produce.  For more 
on this topic, one informative explorative look can be found at <www.lexiconofsustainability.com>, accessed 
15 March 2014. 
44 <www.ota.com/organic/mt/business.html>, accessed 15 March 2014. 
45 Rachael L. Dettmann (USDA) takes an in depth look at the conflicting demographic component of who is 
buying organic.  The full report of her study can be found at 
<ageconsearch.umn.edu/bitstream/6446/2/467595.pdf>, accessed 15 March 2014. 

http://www.ams.usda.gov/
http://www.jerseyfresh.nj.gov/
http://www.lexiconofsustainability.com/


21 
 

 
 

70% of processed food contains some type of genetically modified ingredient.  Despite this 

shocking percentage, only about one quarter of the subjects interviewed for the study believe 

that they had consumed genetically modified foods.46  Less than half of the surveyed 

population believe that genetically modified foods are safe to eat, and almost two-thirds 

believe that òserious accidents involving GM foods are bound to happenó,47 and yet there 

are no regulations in place in the United States that mandate the labeling of GM products 

and produce.  Several propositions that would require the labeling of genetically modified 

foods have been initiated, most notably in California; however, large corporations such as 

Monsanto and DuPont have spent millions of dollars to defeat such efforts and to date 

nothing has been passed.48 

In his book In Defense of Food, Michael Pollan asks the question, òWhat would happen 

if we were to start thinking about food as less of a thing and more of a relationship?ó49  With 

this in mind, my assumption when considering the individuals who choose to grow at least a 

portion of their food when access to fresh produce is not a factor is that there is some desire 

for more connection to and knowledge about oneõs food system.  It seems reasonable that 

this desire for direct involvement and transparency could be met through the act of 

community gardening.    

The Role of Gardening as Recreation in the Context of Mental Well-being 

 The third major theme that informed the structure of my interviews is the role that 

recreation plays in an individualõs motivation to garden, particularly as it relates to mental 

                                                        
46 Hallman, W. K., Hebden, W. C., Aquino, H.L., Cuite, C.L. and Lang, J.T.. 2003. Public Perceptions of Genetically 
Modified Foods: A National Study of American Knowledge and Opinion. (Publication number RR- 1003-004). New 
Brunswick, New Jersey; Food Policy Institute, Cook College, Rutgers - The State University of New Jersey, 6. 
47 Ibid. 11. 
48 <http://www.greenmoneyjournal.com/fall-2013/gmo/> 
49 Pollan, Michael.  In Defense of Food.  New York: Penguin Press, 2008.  Page 102. 
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and spiritual well-being.  Recreation plays a significant role in human psychology,50 and much 

research has been undertaken since the 1970s to understand the correlation between positive 

recreation and the alleviation of depression, anxiety and stress, as well as an improvement in 

quality of life and spiritual well-being.  According to a 2005 publication produced by the 

California State Parks Planning Division, recreation offers a social atmosphere that 

encourages us to come out of our houses and into community life.  It presents opportunity 

in which to explore our inner spiritual nature and experience our sense of place in the world.  

Simply stated, recreation provides experiences to look forward to.51  In his book Urban Green, 

Peter Harnik quotes Sue Donaldson, the former senior planner at the Portland Park and 

Recreation Department.  She says, òPeople seek and remember recreation experiences.  They 

may talk about a particular setting or an activity, but they usually mean they are seeking or 

have found an experience.ó52   

As a recreational pursuit, the gardening experience can offer a wealth of benefits.  

Rachel Kaplan, Professor of Environment and Behavior at University of Michigan, has 

studied the restorative gains linked to gardening since the 1970s,53 and Laura Lawson draws a 

direct connection between gardening and overall well-being.  In City Bountiful, she cites 

anecdotal evidence from individuals who have experienced the therapeutic effects of 

gardening, and writes, òAs a diversion or hobby, gardening relaxed people and helped to 

soothe the tensions inherent in busy lifestyles.ó 54  Additionally, the Permaculture Research 

                                                        
50 Puritans at Play. Leisure and Recreation in Colonial New England. Pg xi. ð proper citation needed! 
51 California State Parks Planning Division.  òThe Health and Social Benefits of Recreation.ó  Sacramento: 
California State Parks, 2005. www.parks.ca.gov/pages/795/files/health_benefits_081505.pdf, accessed 23 
February 2014. 
52 Harnik, Peter.  Urban Green: Innovative Parks for Resurgent Cities.  Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2010.  Page 
23. 
53 For further reading of Kaplanõs studies, see òSome Psychological Benefits of Gardening,ó Environment and 
Behavior 5, 2 (June 1973): 143-62. 
54 Lawson, Laura J. City Bountiful, pages 216-217. 

http://www.parks.ca.gov/pages/795/files/health_benefits_081505.pdf
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Institute speaks about how gardening reconnects us to the cycles of nature, and cites Clare 

Cooper Marcus, Professor Emeritus of Architecture and Landscape Architecture at UC 

Berkeley, whose research indicates that one of the reasons why nature may be so successful 

at reducing stress is that it puts the mind in a state similar to meditation.55   

Summary 

 These themes of community, food systems, and the mental well-being associated 

with recreation are themes that are well-documented in studies focused on urban community 

gardens.  My intent over the course of the previous pages has been to frame these themes in 

a fashion appropriate to a generalized understanding of the suburban contexts within which 

the garden sites of this study are situated.  This was done in order to consider some of the 

ways in which the gardeners might discuss these topics based on the literature that explores a 

suburban-centered approach to community and social capital, food system concerns that are 

often thought of as pertaining primarily to an upper middle-class, and the myriad 

opportunities for recreation available to the suburban dweller.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
55 <http://permaculturenews.org/2013/06/05/wellbeing-gardening-gardening-for-the-body-mind-spirit/> 
accessed 23 February 2014. 

http://permaculturenews.org/2013/06/05/wellbeing-gardening-gardening-for-the-body-mind-spirit/
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III . Research Findings: The Garden in Context 

Geo-Spatial Mapping and Analysis 

 The following series of maps was created using advanced geographic information 

systems (GIS) with data from the United States Census (2010) and the New Jersey 

Department of Environmental Protection (NJDEP).  The imagery and analysis of the maps 

is intended to provide a broad description of the communities in which the gardens are 

located, and to present a picture of how each of the sites is situated in terms of surrounding 

population density, income level, rate of home ownership, and racial and ethnic make-up.  

The first set of maps looks at the state of New Jersey as a whole in order to help define the 

areas of study in larger demographic contexts.  The ensuing three sets of maps then examine 

the gardens individually on a more nuanced level. 

The State of New Jersey: Land Cover and Demographics  

Population Density (New Jersey, 2010) 

Figure 4 shows the locations of the three garden study sites in relation to population 

density (number of persons per square mile) for the state of New Jersey.  According to 2010 

census data56 the average state population density is 1,195.5 persons per square mile.  As one 

can see from the map, this average does not provide an accurate representation of how the 

stateõs population is distributed.  Approximately half of the stateõs area is made up of large 

pockets of low population density (less than 250 persons per square mile), and this is 

primarily seen in the northwest region as well as large swaths of the southern half of the 

state.  The very densely populated census tracts make up a much smaller portion of the 

stateõs area and are most notably seen in close proximity to New York City, Trenton and 

Camden.   

                                                        
56 <www.quickfacts.census.gov>, accessed 12 January 2014. 

http://www.quickfacts.census.gov/
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Figure 3 Land cover and usage for the state of New Jersey.  Data source: NJDEP, OIRM, BGIS, 2007 using ArcMap 10.1  
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