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who are here want to be here. The people
who've stayed aren’t going anywhere.”

Talk to Detroit’s gardeners, at least, and
the impression is one of overpowering love
for their hometown. It’s also possible to see
how Detroit’s swaths of urban prairie, if
they were actively managed, could be
turned into an attraction: They yield an
oddly peaceful and natural urban experi-
ence. Just a few blocks from the towers of
downtown, a pheasant darts across my
path. Corine Smith, a lovely young photog-
rapher who moved from the Netherlands
to marry a native Detroiter, talks about the
charm of Detroit’s airiness: “It’s nice that
there’s space in this city. There’s none at all
in Amsterdam.”

And if any city in the world has a culture
that knows what to do with abandoned
land, it’s Detroit. Visit 82-year-old Lillie
Neal, and you'll see that culture in action.
“I just love vegetables. Give me some
vegetables and corn bread,” she says, lead-
ing me past a junk-filled backyard to a
vegetable garden so big it makes even
an experienced gardener like me quail.
When I ask her who helps her manage this
expanse, she replies, “My younger son
sometimes, but he’s away this year.” Then,
to my increasing astonishment, she leads
me across the alley, where she has two more
vegetable beds almost as big.

Like a lot of Detroiters, Lillie came to
the city from the South, where people gar-
dened, and the right way, too. “My grand-
mother,” Lillie tells me, “knew all about
organic food. She showed me that greens
raised on fertilizer don’t taste right, while
greens raised on cow manure are good.”

Community garden leader Judy Gardner
describes Detroit as a city shaped from its
infancy by its backyard farmers. “It’s always
been spread out, a city of single-family
homes, because it was largely built by
Southern and Eastern European immi-
grants who wanted their gardens. Then you
had all those rural Southerners coming here
for jobs in the auto industry—including my
dad, a hillbilly from Kentucky—bringing
their gardening traditions with them.”

As a result, the people I meet in their
50s and 60s remember the city of their
childhoods as an urban Eden, where there
were peaches overhead for the plucking,
nut trees, vineyards, chickens—copious
amounts of good food even when money
was short. And thanks largely to Ashley At-
kinson and her band of young idealists at
the Garden Resource Program Collabora-
tive, many of these people are now garden-

274 APRIL 2008

ing again for the first time in decades and
trying to pass on this old knowledge to
Detroit’s children.

Armed with limitless energy and a little
money from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation,
Ashley and her crew travel the city like
modern-day Johnny Appleseeds, making
sure nothing stands in the way of any De-
troiter who wants to wring some produce
out of the ground. “D’ja want a bench?”
Ashley says to the ladies who recently cre-
ated a community garden at the Adams/
Butzel Recreation Center. “I can get you a
bench.” A few minutes later, somebody ex-
presses a desire for a sign. “I can get you a
sign,” Ashley pipes in cheerily.

For Ashley and her group, their work
as agricultural evangelists is appealing
precisely because they can do it in a city
with a rich mix of people, including the
many artists and immigrants drawn to De-

Gardening is about

beautification...
and friendship.

troit by its cheap housing and lively neigh-
borhoods like the charming Mexicantown.
Patrick Crouch, a young farmer who runs
a substantial organic farm that is part of
the Capuchin Soup Kitchen, says that he
has friends who moved to the country,
only to dislike the isolation. “You don’t
have to move away to go back to the land,
or leave the city to farm. Here I'm part of
a community.”

The fact is that farming in or near cities
makes considerable sense in the world at
large, as the political, environmental, and
economic costs of trucking food thousands
of miles head through the roof, and “eating
local” seems increasingly like the responsi-
ble thing to do, as well as the food lover’s
choice. And it makes particular sense in
Detroit, where there is so much unused
land and very few supermarkets where de-
cent produce can be bought. But Ashley
points out, “I used to have the foolish idea
that urban gardening was all about the food.
Now I think that food is only a small part of
it. Gardening here is about beautification,
community building, friendship.”

Hairstylist Nefertiti Harris says that her
North Corktown community garden has
helped knit the new development she lives
in into the existing neighborhood. “At first,
it was just about growing vegetables to feed

our families. Now it’s about getting to know
the neighbors, exchanging things.”

“Specific gardens are made for specific
reasons,” Ashley says as she drives me past
a pocket garden that one block association
created especially to drive out the prostitu-
tion taking place on a vacant lot.

Ultimately, gardening is a way of rewrit-
ing the meaning of Detroit’s open land,
from the end result of the worst urban pa-
thologies to an expression of love on the
part of individual Detroiters, from a sting-
ing rejection by those with money and
power to a stubborn insistence on Detroit’s
value by those without.

And because vacant lots can be had fora
few hundred dollars— plus the patience to
sort out the vagaries of private, city, county,
and state ownership—it’s possible for ordi-
nary people to have a real effect on the
landscape around them. Detroit city plan-
ner Kathryn Underwood has seen hun-
dreds of lots acquired from the city and
says that when it comes to developing this
green space, “the government has to catch
up with the community.”

Since Ashley and her group have begun
sponsoring farmers’ markets around the
city, it’s possible that one of the meanings
that may eventually be written onto De-
troit’s vacant land is the one Asenath An-
drews envisions: entrepreneurship and
opportunity for the young. Kathryn tells
me, however, that making permanent fea-
tures of community gardens and small-scale
farming is not a popular idea with everyone
in city government. “Many think that the
best use of public land is to put a structure
on it,” she says. “But redevelopment isn’t
just physical, it’s social and spiritual, too.
Gardening brings people out of their houses
and connects them. It’s a joy to old people
and opens a whole new world for the young.

“People have such a narrow definition of
what urban should be,” she continues. “We
have a chance now to stretch that defini-
tion in Detroit, to make the city dense
where it should be but also one of the
greenest cities in America, a landscape of
opportunity for creative living.”

That is what cities, at their best, have
always been—landscapes of opportunity
for creative living. It’s hard not to hope
that Detroit will show the way forward for
other rusting industrial cities across the
country—and prove that with alot of love,
labor, and some very wonderful people,
they could still be fruitful and beautiful
places to live. (@

Michele Owens, a freelance writer living in New
York, blogs about gardening at gardenrant.com.
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