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Aki Onda

Is it possible to hear the sounds of the past? By firing up the imagination, by tapping into
an intricate network of knowledge, by experiencing things first-hand and putting one’s
sixth sense to work? This question may be an unexpected one, but | decided to try just
that, by standing in the community gardens of the East Village and listening closely.

Strolling through the East Village neighborhood of Manhattan, you will find oases of
greenery all over the place. These are known as “community gardens,” and they are used
for diverse purposes: as places for neighbors to rest and relax; for children to play; for
gardeners to cultivate vegetables, herbs, and flowers; for works of art to be exhibited and
performances staged. Some gardens were created with materials scraped together by
neighborhood residents and have a very DIY feel, while others are elegant and impeccably
designed. Some are run democratically by dozens of members who hold meetings and
make joint decisions, while others have a single organizer giving shape to his or her own
vision. No two are alike, and each has its own unique charm. However, while their goals
may vary, they are all managed independently, by and for the neighborhood.

| began traveling to New York City frequently in the mid-1990s. Before gentrification drove
rents skyward and artists moved to other boroughs in search of more affordable housing,
this area was home to many creative people, and it was here that | always stayed. Unlike
today, Alphabet City (the part of the East Village where the avenues are lettered rather
than numbered) was known as a dangerous part of town. Walking around, you had to
stay alert to stay safe. At the same time, the freewheeling feeling of a genuine bohemian
community was in the air. It was in this period that | became aware of the community
gardens, and | was especially fond of La Plaza Cultural on the corner of East 9th Street
and Avenue C. In the 1970s, Buckminster Fuller worked with local organizers to build his
signature geodesic domes to meet the needs of poor communities and explore alternative
methods of housing. One such dome was erected in La Plaza. In 1977 Gordon Matta-Clark
and others erected a hemispherical amphitheater-style event space here. Yet despite
these notable episodes from the past, the garden itself was rough around the edges and
unpretentious. Nonetheless, | found it a cheerful and festive space. It was not until much
later that | learned that those experiments had been organized by CHARAS, an organi-
zation supporting local Latino and Latina residents and founded by local activist Carlos
“Chino” Garcia and associates. The movement was rooted in activism, in the promotion
of educational activities for local people involving architecture and art. Incidentally, Garcia
and the poet Bimbo Rivas named the area “Loisaida,” a Spanglish pronunciation of Lower
East Side. As the name came from actually spoken language, it caught on quickly with the
neighborhood and is still used today.

The terminology is confusing here, and | would like to explain this perplexity. The East
Village was known as the Lower East Side until the 1960s, when the artists getting priced
out of Greenwich Village moved into the area, which had been populated mostly by
working class immigrants. The East Village, as a term, came about through the real estate
market in an effort to shake perceptions of the area as gritty and crime-filled. Because of
this, many of the residents of Alphabet City / Loisiada / East Village referred—and continue
to refer—to their neighborhoods as the Lower East Side / Loisaida.

Jumping forward in time ... Over 15 years ago | heard a fascinating story from the
experimental filmmaker Jonas Mekas at the Anthology Film Archive (AFA) on the corner
of East 2nd Street and Second Avenue, where | was a frequent visitor. It was about his
fellow experimental filmmaker Harry Smith, who was an expert on cultural anthropology
and ethnomusicology and well versed in the occult, as well as deeply committed to the
downtown scene. In the late 1980s, Smith stood on the streets of the Lower East Side and
recorded urban soundscapes on cassette tapes. He carried out this project street by street,
and numerous tapes are in storage at the AFA. Mekas knew that making field recordings
on cassette was part of my artistic practice, and that | was interested in Smith’s work—
this is why the subject came up ... An idea occurred to me. Why not stand in community
gardens and preserve the sounds | heard on tape? Could | then hear the echoes of the
sites’ past? Following Smith’s methodology, would |, too, be able to pass through reality
and access something universal, limitless on the other side?

As | investigated Smith’s project, | came to understand a number of things (though many
are still veiled in mystery ...) It was called “Materials for the Study of Religion and Culture
in the Lower East Side or Movies for Blind People,” and it was his last project before his
death. Launched in New York, the project continued in Boulder, Colorado. The many and
varied soundscapes include a Haitian open-air market, homeless people coughing and
praying on the Bowery, poetry readings by Gregory Corso and Allen Ginsberg, ambient
noise in Tompkins Square Park, and much more.

Considering Smith’'s project prompted more historical wondering. How did the East
Village’s community gardens, the setting for my own project, come to be? The area was
historically a slum inhabited by a succession of poor immigrant communities, including
Italians and Jews from Eastern Europe who began arriving in the 19th century, and Puerto
Ricans after World War Il. In the 1970s, New York City fell into a severe financial crisis and
began slashing budgets for public services, including the police, sanitation, and fire depart-
ments. Areas with many low-income residents were the hardest hit, and many descended
into ruin. Landlords began abandoning their own buildings and setting them on fire for
the insurance money. The city seized the land due to landlords’ tax delinquency but left
vacant lots unattended and uncared for, resulting in rampant drug dealing, prostitution, and
illegal garbage dumping. Streets became more dangerous, crime was commonplace, and
the everyday reality residents faced was desolate. The homeless population kept rising,
and streets were infested with huge numbers of rats. This was the environment in which
most community gardens emerged. Living in a traumatized neighborhood, the first garden
organizers were driven by necessity, by the need to improve their lives and find sources of
hope.

In 1973, a group of volunteers led by activist Liz Christy took control of a vacant lot along
Houston Street and began creating a garden. Calling themselves the Green Guerrillas, they
sought solidarity with other gardeners, distributed seeds and fertilizers, gave advice, and
expanded the movement. What made Christy extraordinary was that she also advocated
at the political level. In 1974 she approached the New York City Department of Housing
Preservation and Development (HPD) and acquired rights to use the land for $1 per month.
The following year she launched the Open Space Greening Program as a part of the
Council on the Environment of NYC (CENYC). As the movement gained momentum, the
number of gardens grew. In 1978, HPD created the GreenThumb, the NYC Parks commu-
nity gardening program, which rents land for $1 a year to groups who manage gardens
on city-owned, vacant lots. And that is not all: federal grants were secured to distribute
soil, fertilizer, seeds, and gardening utensils and to start conducting gardening workshops.
Today, many gardens are still licensed through GreenThumb.

However, in 1994 the newly elected Republican mayor, Rudy Giuliani, announced that he
would auction off many community gardens to make up the city’s budget deficit. While
the land was owned by the city, it was residents who had volunteered to maintain and
beautify the abandoned lots. To reclaim and redevelop the land as soon as land prices rose
due to gentrification was a deceptive and underhanded tactic. Garden organizers united in
protest, but many gardens were plowed under by bulldozers. Aghast at what was going
on, the New York Restoration Project (NYRP), spearheaded by singer Bette Midler, and the
environmental organization Trust for Public Land (TPL) made a deal with city administrators
to purchase the land beneath 112 gardens. These gardens are now guaranteed permanent
protection, but others to renew short-term license agreements, and their future remains
uncertain and highly vulnerable to fluctuations in the real estate market.

Moving ahead to the present day, the COVID-19 crisis struck just as | was about to start
this project. The pandemic swept the globe, and as of March 2020, New York was its
epicenter and under full lockdown. GreenThumb made a decision to close the East Village's
community gardens until further notice. Only members were allowed to enter, and my
project ground to a halt. However, | began contacting individual gardens directly, thinking
that documenting their state during this extraordinary time would add a new layer of
significance. As the project got underway, these layers only continued to appear. After the
death of George Floyd, protests by Black Lives Matter (commonly abbreviated as BLM,
a movement to end violence against African Americans and systemic racism) spread
nationwide, and streets were flooded with people in the East Village. Starting in July,
individual gardens were permitted to decide whether to admit visitors, but many kept
their gates closed. There was a growing number of homeless people on the streets, and
although the lockdown was gradually eased, many stores went out of business, with the
storefronts remaining shuttered amid a looming recession. The summer saw the COVID-19
crisis in New York alleviated somewhat, but public anxiety was only increasing due to
political turmoil ahead of the presidential election in November. It has been a year of one
shock after another. Under these circumstances, spending time in the gardens was truly
comforting. Not only are they sparsely populated outdoor spaces where there is low risk
of catching the virus, but they are also places of repose for the spirit, reflecting their origins
as “green oases” that sprang up amid urban decay.

The following is a record of what | heard and saw (and possibly experienced with senses
beyond the usual five) during my explorations of East Village community gardens between
April and August 2020.

1. Relaxation Garden

Silence Prevalls: East Village Community Gardens During the Pand

Corner of Avenue B & East 13th Street R o e o
I remember passing by this garden on the corner of East 13th Street and Avenue B more than ten years ago e
and seeing a large number of colorful mobiles and animal ornaments, which looked like the kind of thing o 8 E 14th St
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... However, when | stop by again at the end of this summer, the scene | see cannot be more different. The B e e @
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522 East 12th Street
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the oasis of serenity it is today.” As | stroll around the garden, | feel it is pervaded by an atmosphere that . . Garden) A
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effect. As a community garden where the gardeners themselves, with the help of the Trust for Public Land Jmmunity sarcen Toyota Children’s Learning Garden
(TPL), acquired the deed to the land, it is a rarity in New York. Perhaps having permanent rights to the land — @ ' |
and not constantly fearing its loss contributes to the tranquil ambience ... On East 12th Street, outside the - z
! : ’ 11th Street TBC Serenity Garden w
metal fences and gates with cutout letters and patterns designed by Julie Dermansky, every Saturday Community
there is a moving sight: a food pantry run by a charity on East 11th Street provides canned goods, and a Garden
long line forms, stretching across Avenue B to East 12th Street. Garden members on the premises tell me
they have never seen it so long. For some reason most of the people in line are of Chinese ethnicity. Their J L_
conversation reverberates in the garden, as does the rolling sound of the carts they are all pulling. Is this a E 10th St
soundscape unique to the time of the pandemic? =
3. Campos Community Garden 9th Street Community
640-644 East 12th Street Garden Park
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thousand-square-foot site. Summer vegetables and herbs are flourishing and flowers are in full bloom. L
This garden gets a lot of sun and is well suited for growing things. The midsummer sun beats down, and | . La Plaza Cultural
. . . . X . . Tompkins Square Park
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Beverly McClain, who lived in the neighborhood, passed this place every day when she was walking her
daughter to school. It had once been a garden, but it had reverted to being just an overgrown vacant lot.
Beverly decided to work with other members of the PTA and make it into a garden again.” Since then the
number of members has grown. People come from different backgrounds, and the garden has a strongly
multi-cultural character. Also, unusual for a garden in the East Village, a high percentage of the plots are
tended by families, partly because there are a lot of projects (affordable, low-income housing complexes)
in the neighborhood. “Historically, the East Village had a lot of tenements [apartment buildings with
multiple units on each floor, home to many immigrants and low-wage workers], and these buildings were
full of families. But the Village is a different neighborhood today, and it’s not an affordable one.” There is
an increasing number of condominiums and student dormitories, and the community’s demographics and
lifestyles have changed. When | ask about the impact of the coronavirus on the neighborhood, Batenhorst
replies, “For the last several months people have been saying that COVID is killing New York, or New
York is over. | think there may be a recession, but maybe that’s a good thing for the city. The older people
say the '70s were much more interesting. It may be a reset for a heavily corporate city ... | hope it is. |
don’t want to go back to the crime-infested Village, but | don’t want to live in a Disneyland in a corporate
sense.” Whatever happens, it’s clear that the pandemic is a major turning point, not only for the world at
large, but also for this particular community.
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4. East Side Outside Community Garden

415 East 11th Street

The cheerful voices of teenagers playing basketball and the sound of the ball bouncing echo from the
grounds of the East Side Community High School next door. Meanwhile, in the spacious garden, the sounds
are of shears snipping as gardeners prune shrubs. The city is quiet under lockdown, but some activities are
still going on here ... According to member Ryan Mendenhall, several groups share this garden. From 1992
to 2010, the garden and the adjacent playground were named Open Road Park (the greenhouse and ship-
ping container used for storage seem to date from that time). In 2010, the original gardeners of Open Road
Park abandoned the garden for reasons that are unclear. In 2015-16, the Reclaimed Organics composting
group set up a base in what they thought was a vacant lot, but Bangladeshis from a neighboring mosque
were already growing vegetables here (when | visit, the plants are hanging heavy with large squashes
unique to South Asia). In 2016, the compost crew, in collaboration with neighborhood residents as well as
students and staff of the high school, formally reentered the GreenThumb program under the name East
Side Outside Community Garden, and today these various groups coexist like a patchwork quilt. In fact,
there used to be a bus terminal and garage here (one of its cement partition walls still stands near the
entrance). It is interesting to observe traces both obvious and subtle, scattered throughout the garden, of
the complex story behind the site.

5. Toyota Children’s Learning Garden
603 East 11th Street

In the late 1990s, this garden site was purchased by the New York Restoration Project (NYRP), a non-profit
organization dedicated to creating more green spaces in the city. The current garden was designed by
architect Michael Van Valkenburgh in 2007 with support from Toyota. It is quite different from other
gardens in the area, serving as a place for relaxation that has nothing to do with gardening. Its gates have
stayed closed since the lockdown began, but Magari Regis, a member living in the building next door, lets
me in. There are no sounds other than the rustling of bamboo in the wind and the drone of an airplane
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passing overhead. Has time stopped? | learn that originally a Puerto Rican woman living in the building next
door raised chickens and grew vegetables here. The only remnant of her efforts is a kiwi vine which had
been growing up the side of a building (how moved, and supported by a stylish aluminum trellis). Evidently
the woman was particularly proud of a magnificent rose bush that once grew near the entrance. She has
passed away, but there is a leafy rose bush in the same spot, which Magari planted in her memory.

6. La Plaza Cultural de Armando Perez Community Garden

Corner of East 9th Street & Avenue C

In May, during the lockdown, local artist Rolando Politi re-adorned the garden fence along Avenue C with
a group of sculptures made from discarded materials. Entitled Winter Flowers, it consists of more than
200 bricolage works, produced by cutting up old aluminum cans and plastic containers and decorating
them in vibrant colors, resembling flowers. Last year, the garden dismantled a rusty, sagging wire fence
and installed a splendid new iron one in its place. The Winter Flowers had been there for approximately
twenty years, and while they were removed during work on the fence, they are now back in place.
Silence has fallen over the garden, but just outside the fence, colorful and joyful “flowers” bloom and
soothe the troubled spirit (they're especially welcome amid the trauma of the pandemic). Rolando Politi's
work can be seen in quite a few community gardens. He is an artist with strong ties to the history of
gardens in Loisaida.

7. 9th Street Community Garden Park

703 East 9th Street

This is one of the largest gardens in East Village. | take a walk around it early one morning. There are
more than twenty plots for growing vegetables, herbs, and flowers; a goldfish pond; a large number
of communal spaces; a barbecue area; beehives in one corner; and spaces for a variety of purposes, all
organically arranged. Each time | pass through each area, different sounds enter my ears. But nearby on
Avenue C roadwork is in progress, and drills pummeling asphalt make a racket that occasionally drowns
everything out ... | first visited this garden more than twenty years ago, and its overall design and laid-
back atmosphere have not changed since then, except for one major difference: the giant weeping willow
that was its crown jewel is now gone. The tree was planted in 1977 by two activists, Liz Christy and Chino
Garcia, before the garden’s establishment in 1979. It put down roots in the rubble-covered ground, grew
along with the garden, and watched over all the changes taking place around it. Then in 2012, Hurricane
Sandy pulled contaminated water from the East River and flooded the garden, eroding the tree’s roots and
causing it to wither, and a few years later it was cut down and its rotted trunk uprooted. When | visited
the garden, however, | was amazed to see a little willow tree in its place. Upon asking a member about it, |
was told that “the new one sprang up from the roots of the old one after it was chopped down.” The great
cycle of life: half a century from now, will a giant weeping willow stand here once more?

Late at night, after the noise of the city has subsided, | return to the garden and open my ears to its sounds
again. | walk around, my path illuminated by lights from the surrounding buildings, with a chorus of countless
crickets providing a soundtrack. Standing under the weeping willow, | hear the whisper of its drooping leaves
swaying in the breeze.

8. Flower Door Garden

135 Avenue C

This garden’s story begins in the '70s when Santos Matos, a Puerto Rican man living in the neighborhood,
cleaned up a garbage-filled vacant lot. Today he is still managing the garden himself, with help from his
friends. Inside the vividly colored gates along Avenue C, the sound of scissors clipping fruit that hangs
from a grapevine trellis, the fluttering of white carrier pigeons in a giant birdcage, and the booming voice
of Santos talking to visitors reverberate off the buildings on either side of the site. “The "70s and '80s were
crazy around here, but if you are part of a family everybody knows everybody, and there was a strong
sense of community. If you did something bad, everybody was watching you.” Some gardens, such as
La Plaza Cultural and 9th Street Community Garden Park just a stone’s throw away, are democratically
organized by large groups of members. This garden appears to revolve around one man, Santos—his own
miniature cosmos. A garden is a garden, but no two are alike.

9. De Colores Community Yard & Cultural Center
311 East 8th Street

In the 1990s, one could hear the roar of bulldozers relentlessly crushing the plots in community gardens.
Under the Giuliani Administration, many gardens were seen as “interim sites,” space savers for future
development, and were served with eviction notices ... Elizabeth Ruf Maldonado tells me, “l was a member
of ABC Garden on East 8th Street. One morning in January 1996, | could feel the rumble of the bulldozers
destroying ABC as | showered in my apartment. | dressed and went outside, and the plots of the fifty
households of ABC Garden, including fruit trees, had been completely leveled. The City told gardeners the
site would be used for senior housing, but there were many truly vacant lots in our area. Giuliani wanted
to divide gardeners and confuse the community with the false ‘housing or gardens’ dichotomy. The
gardeners knew the truth, and Giuliani wanted us out. By spring, several of us who were displaced from
ABC started to help beautify a site across 8th Street alongside the current gardeners of that space: Carol,
with her white rose bush, Cuba, who grew vegetables, and Ralph, who stored a big orange boat there
painted with barracuda-like teeth on the prow. Strawberry bushes grew in the underbrush. | was pregnant
with my daughter, but | helped move heavy rubble into dumpsters. It was nerve-wracking because there
were a lot of syringes strewn about. We covered our central area with soil shoveled out of a trench Con
Ed had dug to do work under the street. There we planted a big plot of grass that took root by May, and
that’s how we became a community yard. De Colores is named after a popular Spanish-language song that
celebrates nature, togetherness, and diversity.” The legal status of the garden was vulnerable since the
city planned to put the plot up for auction. Gardeners organized, won the support of the local community
board, and testified at the Department of City Planning (DCP), which finally decided to recommend the
garden for a GreenThumb lease. All kinds of community events have been held here, including concerts,
performances, political gatherings, weddings, birthday parties, memorials, and yoga classes. Events are
not always planned—sometimes they just happen. “Our apartment is very small and crowded, so the
garden has been an extension of our family’s living room for my daughter and our friends and pets. Even in
winter, we come here a lot to make snow creatures and hot cider, or even to read and play music on sunny
days.” Considering the housing situation in the tenement buildings of Loisaida, this makes a lot of sense. A
garden is a space that helps meet people’s everyday needs.

10. La Casita Garden
339 East 8th Street

To counteract the spread of the coronavirus, most East Village community gardens remain closed to the
general public by order of GreenThumb at this time. Only members are allowed entry so they can tend
to plants and clean up. However, at La Casita on East 8th Street, the gates stand open. Two middle-aged
Puerto Rican guys in masks converse in Spanish. In rows of wood-bordered rectangular plots, freshly
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planted seedlings are beginning to sprout. There is a shed for gardening equipment, painted dark green,
with two large frames on its walls containing disorderly collages of photographs of Puerto Rican neigh-
borhood residents. The photos show people socializing with family and friends at restaurants, at home, in
parks, and on the beach. They are probably garden members. The pictures are so sun-bleached they must
have been hanging here for at least twenty or thirty years. The garden faces onto a part of East 8th Street
away from the major avenues, so it has always been tranquil. Under lockdown, the quietness and stillness
are downright eerie.

1. Fireman’s Memorial Garden

358 East 8th Street

In mid-May, spring has finally sprung, and the well-tended vegetation here is already lush. There is a lawn
encircled by a flowerbed and a walkway. It's said to be inspired by Adam Purple’s Garden of Eden on
Eldridge Street that was demolished in 1986. A graying, middle-aged man and a young woman in charge
of garden management are planting seedlings and cutting grass. | ask if | can come in, and I'm told to go
right ahead. Birds sing, puppies frolic, the sound of shoveling soil reverberates off the walls of surrounding
buildings. The numbers of people testing positive for and dying from COVID-19 are on the rise, yet despite
the extreme tensions gripping the outside world, a peaceful visual and aural landscape spreads out before
me ... There is a large wooden sign with words carved on it: “Firefighter Marty Celic Memorial Park.” The
garden is dedicated to firefighters who died in the line of duty and is named for a young firefighter, Martin
R. Celic, who was stationed at a fire department on the Lower East Side. In 1977, an arsonist set fire to an
apartment building on this site. The building was engulfed in flames, and the firefighters working to extin-
guish the blaze were trapped on the fifth floor and fled to the fire escape, where they were rescued by
cherry-picker. Celic, however, lost his footing and fell the ground, dying at the hospital eight days later. The
building burned to the ground, and residents who had been tending gardens on adjacent lots expanded
them to occupy this site. The middle-aged man told me, “There’s no end of bricks from that collapsed
building under the ground. If you dig down you hit brick after brick, so we use them to make borders for
flowerbeds.” In this way, this garden and many others like it are truly hanging gardens, suspended above
the scorched rubble of the past.

12. Green Oasis Garden

370 East 8th Street

The sky seems to be weeping rain, and the sound reverberates as | walk over wet fallen leaves around
“Gilbert’s Sculpture Garden,” a part of this larger community garden. Carved wood and stone sculptures
by Gilbert Ingram, who lived in the next building next door, are strewn around as if forgotten. At a
red-painted hexagonal gazebo, the symbolic face of the garden, organic vegetables are distributed by
CSA (community supported agriculture) farms and LUNGS (Loisaida United Neighborhood Gardens, an
organization that supports community gardens in the area), and neighborhood residents appear one
after another. After chatting for a while they depart with bags stuffed with vegetables, at a cost of ten
dollars ... In 1981, founder Normand Valle and his partner, Reynaldo Arenas, began clearing up a vacant
lot buried in rubble, creating a place for children in the neighborhood to play safely and for artists, poets,
and performers to present their works. Reynaldo would sometimes put on plays for children (There is a
stage even now). There were events for neighborhood residents ranging from wedding ceremonies to the
Puerto Rican religious holiday Fiestas de Cruz (Festival of the Holy Cross). Normand and Reynaldo have both
passed away from AIDS, their ashes scattered on the grounds of the garden, but their shared spirit lives on.

13. Carmen Pabon del Amanecer Garden

115 Avenue C

A ‘Green-Up Day’ is underway, coordinated by the Museum of Reclaimed Urban Space (MoRUS) and
Time's Up!, organizations that promote urban activism, including the community garden movement. Volun-
teers have gathered to take care of the garden. Under the direction of Bill DiPaola, one of the founders of
MoRUS, about ten young students replace soil in flowerbeds, prune overgrown flowers and trees, and
spray water with hoses ... The garden has been closed during lockdown, but now that people have finally
returned, the soundscape is a lively one. Bill says, “It'll be good if a few of these people stay interested in
what we do.” The organizers at the core of the garden movement are aging, and opportunities to reach out
to young people and build bridges to the next generation of participants are needed ... Just to the left of
the gate is a carved and painted relief mural made in 1984, the year the garden opened, with the inscription
“One Generation to Another La Lucha Continua” (the last part meaning “the struggle continues” in
Spanish). It depicts two children, appearing to be African American or Puerto Rican, walking hand in hand
with a map of Loisaida in the background. This garden was established by Carmen Pabon, who immigrated
from Puerto Rico and was a foundational presence in the garden movement in the 1970s. In the late 1990s
under the Giuliani administration, however, two-thirds of the site was sold to a real estate developer and
the remainder was closed for seventeen years while a building was under construction. (It was more than
a bit ironic that the garden was reopened by Donald Capoccia, the controversial developer who bulldozed
several gardens in the neighborhood and demolished the other part of Carmen Pabon Garden ... At the
reopening ceremony, Capoccia said he’s now an “embracer of community gardens” and that “it’s really the
beginning of [his] rehabilitation.” Perhaps he's a true convert, but the fact that these particular gardens now
align with his financial interests seems hard to ignore). After years of struggle, the garden nevertheless
survives, and while Carmen passed away in 2016 at the age of 94, the mural is a memorial to the beloved
community activist nicknamed “the mother of Loisaida.”

14. Lower East Side Ecology Center Community Garden
210 East 7th Street

On East 7th Street, in front of the garden, is a recycling drop-off site where people bring kitchen scraps
for composting. The program’s founder, Christine Datz-Romero, and the rest of the staff are on duty,
and every five minutes or so a neighbor stops by with a plastic bag of food scraps and heaves them into
the large gray container. Many people know each other, and some stop to talk with Christine for long
periods of time, the buzz of their conversation melting harmoniously into the Sunday morning ambience
... Christine, who moved from Germany to New York in 1980, saw the potential of recycling early on and
started renting this lot from the City in 1990 for $150 a month. Initially all composting was carried out here
and kitchen scraps were converted into fertilizer on site. Over time the number of drop-off sites increased,
and, according to one interview, “the Lower East Side Ecology Center (LESEC) [created] soil amendment
out of waste that transformed a rubble field into a green oasis, creating tangible impacts that neighbors
could really connect to and appreciate.” However, as the Center’s activities expanded, the garden space
was no longer sufficient. In 1998 LESEC relocated to the spacious grounds of East River Park. Since then,
the garden has not been used for its original purpose, but Christine tells me “it remains a vibrant symbol
for community-based composting and creating a closed loop system in an urban setting—taking a ‘waste’
product and turning it into asset for the community ..."”

| enter the garden, open my ears, and hear stillness befitting a symbol. In the back of the garden, there
is a shed, painted black, and hung on its walls are several flyers of jazz concerts and neighborhood
gatherings held here in years gone by. Gazing into the past, | seem to hear the echoes of music that once
filled this space.

15. Sam and Sadie Koenig Garden
237 East 7th Street

Early on a drizzling morning, veteran member Cathy Kord opens the gates for me. Pebbles crunch under-
foot as we step onto a white gravel path laid over the brown soil. The first thing that catches my eye is a
bronze-toned statue of a standing girl by artist Kiki Smith, who used to live on the same block (she lives
in the Catskills now). Titled The Garden, it was donated by the artist in 2007. The girl's feet are buried in
the ground up to the ankles, as if she sprouted out of the earth. Some kind of frozen presence or wordless
silence prevails in the garden space. It is like an outdoor art gallery, with many works by other garden
members installed on the ground and mounted on walls. After attuning my ears to the quiet for a while, |
notice that there is another lot in back of this one. On entering it | find a tiny space—about the size of a cat’s
forehead, to paraphrase the Japanese expression-surrounded by bare fences, overgrown with weeds,
with a ragged and run-down look in contrast to the beautifully maintained site facing onto the street. There
are many works of art here as well ... This block, East 7th Street between Avenues C and D, was once
nicknamed “Political Row” and was home to many politicians (unusual for the East Village, there are a large
number of grand, ornate old buildings). The garden is named for Sam Koenig (A politician in the first half
of the 20th century. It’s said he once served as Secretary of State of New York) and his wife Sadie, who
lived in the building next door, but it is shrouded in mystery and it is not clear just when it first opened. The
garden was abandoned for some time, but Kathy and other members revived it in 1984, and while it seems
it has been through various ups and downs since then, one thing is clear: friends and neighbors living
nearby have been helping one another care for it lovingly over the years.

16. 6th Street and Avenue B Community Garden

Corner of East 6th Street & Avenue B

On a swelteringly hot midsummer day, | walk in through the garden gate and find several members tending
to plants on their plots. The garden faces onto Avenue B, a major street now nearly deserted due to the
pandemic lockdown. Less ambient urban noise drifts in than usual, making tiny sounds in the garden that
much easier to hear ... This garden was once home to a colossal hand-built tower. In 1985 house painter
Eddie Boros, who lived around the corner on East 5th Street, used his garden plot as the base for a tower
constructed from scavenged, discarded materials—an impromptu structure like a wrecked ship washed
ashore. As the years went by it grew larger and larger, eventually stretching into neighboring plots and
reaching twenty meters high, level with the surrounding buildings. All over the tower he hung stuffed
animals, mannequins, papier-maché horses, and all manner of found objects. | began visiting New York
often in the late 1990s and always sublet an apartment in the East Village. The “Tower of Toys” was
impossible to miss, and when walking by | would stop and gaze up at it—weather-beaten, grimy, emitting
the unmistakable aura of outsider art. | was reminded of the Watts Towers, created by Simon Rodia in
Los Angeles over the course of thirty-three years, but something was fundamentally different. Eddie did
not have that level of consummate craftsmanship or mystical vision. Would it be more accurate to call
his tower folk art? Or junk art, a genre peculiarly prevalent in the New York downtown scene? Eddie was
quite the eccentric—there used to be no shortage of them in the East Village—walking around shirtless
and shoeless, sporting a pearl necklace. There were ceaseless debates among garden members over the
risk of the tower falling and whether it ought to be dismantled, and its creator was not one to shy away
from a confrontation. A natural-born rebel with a short fuse, he was a local legend, but some neighbors
prudently kept their distance. Eddie died in 2007 at the age of seventy-four, and a year later the NYC Parks
Department decided to remove the aging tower due to the danger of collapse. A crane roared to life, and
pieces of the demolished structure were heaved one by one into a dumpster out on the avenue. People laid
claim to some of the found objects and carried them off to new homes. Not a trace remains, and the “Tower
of Toys"” has passed into the realm of neighborhood lore.

17. 6BC Botanical Garden

630 East 6th Street

This has got to be the most gorgeous garden in the East Village. Being a botanical garden, there are
flowers blooming in every season, evergreen and broadleaf shrubs, and a wide variety of other plants to
delight the eyes. When | visit in August, the lockdown is finally being gradually lifted and members are
cleaning the garden, which has been left unattended for a while, in preparation for its reopening. There is
a rustling sound of bamboo brooms raking up fallen leaves. | slip inside a mini-gazebo overgrown with a
vine known as Dutchman’s Pipe. A few crickets fill the air with continuous, high-pitched chirping. The sky
is overcast and drizzle softly pervades the air like white noise ... When the garden first opened in 1981, the
East Village was a different world. The city had been in a financial crisis, and a policy of “disinvestment,”
or deliberate neglect, had pushed Alphabet City into the depths of decay. Many landlords hired people to
set fire to their buildings for the insurance money, and burned-out buildings and rubble-strewn vacant lots
were everywhere. In photographs from the time, it looks like the aftermath of an air raid. Drugs were sold
in abandoned buildings known as “shooting galleries” (as in shooting up, or injecting drugs). Some places
were dens of prostitution; others became illegal dumping grounds. This garden was no exception. Lenny
Librizzi, who was involved in its administration, says that, “for a time in the mid-to-late 1980s,” one of its
fences abutted an alley that was “used as a place to sell and buy heroin. Around 5 PM the buyers would
start to arrive, then the dealer. The buyers would line up and could either go to 5th or 6th Street after

they bought the heroin. It all took about two or three minutes. Everyone would disperse and you would
never know anything happened.” At the time the garden was full of members’ plots, where they raised
vegetables. However, Lenny says, “most people moved away from growing vegetables as many of the
vegetables would get stolen after all of the gardeners’ hard work. Hence the botanical garden idea. Also,
the other four boroughs of NYC have botanical gardens. Manhattan does not, so this became the unofficial
People’s Botanical Garden.” It seems that unexpected twists and turns led to the garden’s current form.
Today, though, | see not a speck of that history as | gaze at the beautiful view. Does this mean that the
times have truly changed? Or does it mean something else ...?

18. El Jardin del Paraiso

710 East 5th Street

El Jardin del Paraiso (“Garden of Paradise”), which sprawls between East 4th and East 5th Streets, is the
largest garden in the East Village. Apparently the site was once home to ten tenements. There is a casita
(cottage) where Puerto Ricans gather and play Latin music constantly from loud speakers (younger ones
play hip-hop at times ... ), rows of plots with gardeners at work, a park area with a large lawn and birds
singing, and a gigantic weeping willow with a wooden platform under it. Someone is sitting there and
practicing the guitar ... Paths connect these areas so people can get around, and the garden has a rustic
and not overly fussy charm. It was probably the only garden that remained open to visitors all through
the lockdown, so | have visited often. There is still a strongly anarchic atmosphere, a sense of how things
used to be in the East Village—something wild about the place. Photographer David Schmidlapp, who
has been a member since the beginning, tells me, “In 1981, | started coming to Loisaida on the weekends
to aid a girlfriend who was a homesteader. Homesteading was a city program to stabilize and repopulate
destitute areas of Manhattan. A group of low-income people could buy one of these buildings for one
dollar under an agreement that they would bring the building up to building code in seven years and live
there. Our building had no roof and no floors; it was only a shell. Basically, we had to squat this building
as we rehabbed it in order to protect it from thieves. It was a lot of blood, sweat, and tears and over a
decade to bring the building into code. Outside our building was a large vacant lot where the city had
bulldozed even worse buildings than ours. This soon became the community garden, El Jardin del Paraiso.
It wasn’t uncommon to find people overdosed on drugs in our park. Once we even found a dead body in
our basement. The important thing to remember was there was always a sense of a community. Puerto
Ricans along with other working people and fellow artists were living and dreaming of a new community
in the midst of a ruin.”

19. Generation X Cultural Garden

270 East 4th Street

Flags of many nations hang along the encircling fence, fluttering in the wind. | speak to the man in front
of the gate and learn that he is Edwin Albert Santana, the man who has been managing this garden for
decades. Suddenly, he hands me a key and tells me | can come by anytime ... When it was first launched
in 1971, the garden was called Tu Pueblo Batey, but it was changed to Generation X Cultural Garden so
as to emphasize the involvement of younger generations. Albert makes an appearance in DIRT, a 16 mm
documentary film shot in the mid-"90s about East Village community gardens by David Evans, Maria
Liedholm Holter, and Catherine Williamson Duncumb. Albert and other members are captured cultivating
their own plots for gardening in what had once been a barren, vacant lot. Today, however, there are no
more plots, instead there is a multipurpose space with a stage and an orchard containing fruit trees such as
apples and pears ... At the time the oldest member was twenty-two years old, so they were truly a youthful
bunch (they now appear to be in their forties and fifties ... ) He tells me that the focus of their activities is to
introduce the youth of the neighborhood to different cultures, as it is important not to lose the history of
the neighborhood and its diversity, and to expand this cultural understanding and experience to the entire
world. No doubt this is the inspiration for the flags of many nations.

20. Kenkeleba House Garden

212 East 3rd Street

Approximately twenty sculptures stand on the spacious lawn, which | can see through the steel fence from
East 3rd Street. The first one that catches my eye is Washington, D.C. sculptor Uzikee Nelson’s Bobo, The
Flying Man, an iron sculpture with embedded blue stained glass that conveys an African aesthetic. African
American art traditions can be seen in other works as well. Evidently this is because the garden belongs to
Kenkeleba House, a gallery on East 2nd Street run by Corrine Jennings, who founded it with her husband
Joe Overstreet (an African American artist who died in 2019). The gallery has a history of exhibiting African
American and non-mainstream artists, and the two proprietors were leading figures in the East Village art
scene for many years with strong ties to local artists. Kathy Creutzburg, who installed Wave, a blue steel-
pipe sculpture inspired by Hokusai’s iconic woodblock print, recalls that she “created that piece a few years
ago for exhibition on Governors Island. Then, Corrine took on [her] sculpture when [she] was running out
of options for where it could be.” Some of the sculptures are installed permanently and some temporarily,
but the works on view seem to have accumulated from the garden’s opening in 1980 to the present day.
It appears to the eye as a series of layers. After standing in the sculpture garden for a while, it suddenly
occurs to me: Is it possible to listen to those layers of memory, too?

21. Albert’s Garden

16 East 2nd Street

Nestled quietly on East 2nd Street, Albert’s Garden feels like a hidden oasis in a crowded city. When | visit,
a young woman wearing a mask sits on a bench reading for several hours, while an older woman in a
wheelchair sits completely still in meditation. The silence, which seems to beckon the visitor to meditate, is
broken by the sound of wild birds splashing in a small birdbath from time to time ... This garden dates back
to 197172, making it one of the oldest in the area. The founder, Albert O. Eisenlau, Jr., who lived on this street (He
was also involved in the Liz Christy Garden.) removed the asphalt from a disused basketball court, together
with early members Ben Wohlburg and Louise Kruger, and began gardening there. Albert provided the trees,
such as White Locust, Mulberry, Rose of Sharon, and the Red Bud. Louise provided the rose bushes and the
hydrangeas. Initially the garden had dirt paths. But Louise, who was a sculptor, covered the paths with wood
chips from her sculpture carvings. The fish pond was said to be installed around 1980. Over the course of
its half century, the garden was on the verge of being auctioned by city authorities several times, but each
time it managed to avoid this fate. In 1998, when Mayor Rudy Giuliani tried to auction off many community
gardens, this garden was purchased by the Trust for Public Land (TPL) along with sixty one others, and it
finally earned permanently protected status. Maybe that’s why a sense of relief seems to pervade the place
... From the back of the garden | hear what sounds like insects. | go back there to search for the source of the
sound, but I'm unable to locate it. A long-time member, E. Jay Sims, is nearby and tells me it’s the whirring of
air conditioners in the building behind the garden. This brings home the fact that this environment is “urban
nature,” an approximation of the natural world but not quite the same thing.

22. Le Petit Versailles

247 East 2nd Street

| visit Le Petit Versailles after sundown and see an installation, In The Realm of Anansi From Assisi,
by Peter Cramer, one half of the duo who runs the garden. In the spring of 2020, props and sets from
Generator: Pestilence Part 1, a theatrical production directed by his partner, Jack Waters, at the downtown
theater La MaMa, were reconfigured in the garden. Entering the gate on East 2nd Street, | encounter a
dozen of gaudy, burlesque-style objects, orange ropes stretched like spider webs between buildings, and
a sign reading THE VIRUS IS US. MASK UP! entwined with the garden’s trees and plants. Eerie, meditative
music that the two of them improvised with collaborators John Swartz and Mike Cacciatore, of the band
NYOBS, emanates from speakers, and there is a whispering sound of them brushing against overgrown
tree branches as viewers walk along the path, while the noise of cars going up and down Houston Street
comes to sound like the ebb and flow of waves ... Peter and Jack have been active on the downtown
scene since the early '80s, at one time running ABC No Rio, an alternative space on the LES. They have also
been leading figures in the city’s queer community and have connections with the legendary East Village
club The Pyramid. Underlying their activities is a commitment to activism, to “art as a social tool and not a
commodity.” Peter told me, “We moved to the apartment next to the garden here on 2nd Street in 1985. In
the mid-"90s, Mayor Giuliani removed an illegal chop shop (where stolen cars are dismantled and their parts
sold) and fenced the empty lot in. Then we applied to the community board since the NYC Department
of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) had no plan to use this site. We got it in ‘95 through the
GreenThumb program. We started doing an arts program but not really full time until 2000/2001 when we
got some funding and made it an art garden. Usually we only showcase other artists and don't present
our own work here, but it’s difficult right now because of COVID and we thought it would be interesting
to show In The Realm of Anansi From Assisi since the piece deals with viruses.” On the sidewalk outside
the garden, friends and artists living in the neighborhood have gathered, their voices echoing in the street.
Clearly there is a place for gardens like this one, which plays the role of an art space or nightclub.

23. Liz Christy Community Garden

East Houston Street between Second Avenue and Bowery

This renowned garden stretches, long and narrow, along Houston Street between the Bowery and Second
Avenue. In 1973, Liz Christy and a group of like-minded gardening activists known as the Green Guerrillas
took over a fenced-in vacant lot, and converted the abandoned land buried in trash and rubble into an oasis
for gardening. This was the dawn of the community garden movement, and even today the garden has
the aura of a sacred site ... It's now sandwiched, however, between a huge condominium building next
door and a Whole Foods across Houston Street, and there is something symbolic about its presence, like
a last bastion amid ravening charges of capitalism. Donald Loggins, who has been involved in managing
the garden since the beginning, welcomes me in and we stroll around for a while. There are hundreds of
varieties of plants, cobblestone and gravel-covered paths, and two small ponds, all woven into a delicate
tapestry of impeccable beauty. This too seems to put a certain distance between the garden today and its
roots in underground activism. It's surrounded on three sides by large, busy streets, and by all rights, the
traffic noise should be horrendous, but on an early summer day, the trees are lush and act as a filter and
protective barrier. It is surprisingly quiet. Donald tells me an interesting fact: “One reason we haven’t been
evicted from this site is that there’s a subway station right below us. They couldn’t build a building here if
they wanted to.” It is a protected place in more ways than one.

24. Children’s Magical Garden

129 Stanton Street

Like many others, this garden on the corner of Stanton Street and Norfolk Street on the Lower East
Side has been frozen in time since the lockdown began. On a late summer day, member George Hirose
opens the gates for me. There are huge colorful, utopian murals painted on sheets of canvas, children’s
playground equipment, oval huts resembling spaceships. He tells me that in designing this garden “there
was a lot of emphasis on children,” partly because the site is located between three schools. Now,
however, schools are closed, and children’s happy voices are silent for the time being, except for those of
the members who tend the garden. The garden’s fence faces onto two streets, and | can hear the chatter
of passersby, booming bass from car speakers, cars on nearby Essex Street ... a rainbow of ambient urban
sound. | notice that there is another fence, dividing the garden grounds in two. George tells me, “This side
is managed and protected by the Children’s Magical Garden organization through GreenThumb, but on the
other side developers are demanding rights they don’t have, and the case is still in court.” According to
the Garden’s lawsuit, real estate investors, recognizing the value of this land cultivated for decades by the
Children’s Magical Garden, tried to force them off their land to build private condominiums. The story of
the garden begins in 1982 when garden founders cleaned up the lot, which was then heaped with rubble,
frequented by drug dealers and buyers, full of garbage, and abandoned for over a decade. Considering
its history, it's terrible to think this could be taken away. In 2014, garden advocates brought the case to
court with the support of local residents, nearby schools, and other gardens. Four years later, over the
developers’ objections, their ownership claim was upheld by the New York Supreme Court, but the legal
battle has not yet been resolved. “This place had been abandoned and nobody cared about the land. This
neighborhood used to be filled with crime and kids had no place to play. There was activism propelled by
the community. Then, decades later, developers try to take the garden away. And, we say ‘No!"”
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