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When a casual observer walks into a community garden, the culture or ethnic group of the gardeners will not be immediately apparent. Closer observation will reveal clues that can be found by looking at the garden. The types of plants people grow, the horticultural practices used, the layout of the space, the placement of chairs, tables and sculpture, types of sculpture or symbols and colors that objects are painted are all products of culture that can be seen in a garden. Even though community gardens may be based on an overall design, the implementation of that design and the “accessories” that you find in a garden reflect on who the gardeners are and their ancestry.

Some community gardens have an ethnically diverse group of gardeners where different expressions of culture co-exist side by side. In these gardens the blending of cultures is fascinating to observe. Often, a garden’s membership is from one particular culture. The cultural symbols give us a window into the lives of the people who garden there.

Where gardeners are all from one ethnic group, the expression of these symbols is very clear. As long as a visitor looks with an open mind and doesn’t prejudge things that are different, these symbols are beautiful and educational.

The Culture of Horticulture

Perhaps the most obvious and easiest to understand symbols of culture are the plants that people grow.  Puerto Rican gardeners tend gardens where you find hot peppers, corn and cilantro. If you find Calaloo, probably a Jamaican gardener planted those seeds. Where Collards, Okra and Black Eye Peas are in abundance you will find African –American gardeners with roots in the South. A garden with a fig tree, a patch of basil and some garlic is a sign that Italian gardeners have their hands in that soil. Asian gardeners plant rows of Chinese cabbage, Tatsoi and Pak Choi. In multicultural gardens, we see a visible symbol of community at work when gardeners share seeds and grow plants from cultures other than their own.

The Culture of the Little House 

Garden structures are often the most obvious symbol of the community gardens dominant culture. One very visible example is the “casita”, literally “small house” but which means much more to the Puerto Rican people for whom the casita is a reminder of their Taino ancestral indigenous tradition. Tainos are the indigenous people of Puerto Rico. The casita is the current expression of the “Bohio” or communal house usually found in “Taino Conucos” or communal gathering places in Puerto Rico. Within the “Conuco” generations mingle and the youth learn of their culture, as they are entertained with folkloric songs and stories. The casita community gardens serve the same purpose to the community gardeners in New York City.  

As reported on page 3 in the City section of the New York Times on September 10, 2000, the casita gardens like Rincon Criollo in the Bronx are used for festivals such as La Bombazo, a dance and drumming festival with roots in Africa. The Bomba art form is unique because the bomba drummers take their cue for the progress of a piece from the dancers. The music and dancing celebrate the emancipation of slaves in Puerto Rico and the rich African traditions that preceded slavery.

The Culture of the Swept Yard

The placement of objects of found art and an overall neatness in a garden or “swept yard” are some of the elements that are indicative of African- American gardens and yards in the South.

Often you will find glass bottles hanging from a tree, placed on the ground or buried upside down in the garden. In the African tradition, bottles trap evil spirits. 

The “swept yard” has its roots in West Africa where yards were swept using a certain type of stalk from nearby woods to sweep the garden in a herringbone or other type of pattern. The sweeping would have to be done walking backward so the footsteps of the sweeper would not be seen. Sweeping was especially important at holiday time. Lawns are a suburban phenomenon; keeping a swept yard or community garden is following a rural tradition of a neat yard, free of any unwanted grass. We see examples of older African- American community gardeners with roots in the south that will sweep sections of the garden bare. While this may seem as wasted space to some, it serves the purpose of presenting a neat garden to visitors. 

I have often wondered why people paint the rocks in their gardens. I think the rock tones have a natural beauty to them.  Rock painting is another expression of the African- American garden tradition of using found objects to “prettify” the garden. They have been and still are often used as colorful borders. And they are a simple way to dress up the garden to make it look like a lot of effort went into this particular garden. Community gardeners also paint the wooden raised beds or tire planters in addition to the rocks with the same purpose of prettifying the garden  

These are just a few examples of how the design of community gardens and the placement and use of objects and structures in community gardens have cultural meanings attached to them. By looking more deeply into the meaning of these symbols, we can learn about cultures that are different from our own. . More than just telling us which ethnic group is represented in a garden, understanding the meaning of symbols may help to promote tolerance of other cultures.

You may want to read more re: The Cultures of Community Gardens; see fro example:  “Black Hands, Green Gardens” by DeNeen L. Brown in the Washington Post, August 25, 1999, page C1 and “Taino Garden Bohios Under Auction Orders in NYC” by Roger Atahuibancex Hernandez in La Voz del Pueblo Taino, Vol.2, Issue 1, January-February 1999, pages 4-5.

