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Gardens Grow Community Spirit and
Feed Those in Need By Meredith Shea Barnes

l/Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach a

man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime." - Chinese

Proverb

Familiar to the point of clich6, maybe, but rvhat about swap-

ping a few nerv u,ords in? What about giving a woman a shovel?

Or a miln a pack of'seeds? Some local organizations are trying

out these vari:rtions on the old proverb b1, creating and foster-

ing charitable communif' gardens u.ithin rvtrlklng distance of

Chtrrlottesville s Dorvntor'vn Mall.

Charitable cornmunitl' gardens offer the opportunity to

donate sr,veat equity, give or gain a little garden knorvledge and

build comrlunity, rvhile grorving {arm-fiesh produce for the

growing population of krcals rvho can't afford to put the nert

meal, let alone the next healthy meal, on the table. The poor

econorlv and spir:rling fuel prices cause grocerv sticker shock fbr

all of us and can nake putting food on the table a daily struggle

for many in our community. Pouncl {br pound, fresh produce is

mucli rnore expensive than processed and {ast foods :rnd is dif-

ficult to prepare if you don't have access to a kitchen.

At the same time, Charlottesville has seen a strong interest

in "bupng local" and in back-yard gardening and area nonprofits

have sought creative r,vays to share the bounty. Many churches

traditionally hold "gleanings" at harvest time, picking and donat-

ing extra produce fiorn area gardens to locnl shelters :rnd food

banks. L:rst year the Jefferson Area Board on Aging procured

a grant thrit gives holclers of goverrrment food assistance c:rrds

double credit to buy fi'esh fruits and vegetables at the Saturday

City M:rrket on Water Street.

The Thomas Jefferson Area Coalition fbr the Homeless,

or TJACH, and the Quality Communlf, Council, or QCC, are

capitalizing on both trends r,vitli comrnunitl gardens that are

maintained brr and sewe merrbers of the u,ider communitv with

practical gardening knorvledge, fellorvship, and, o{'course, very

local produce.

TJACH's Haven, housed in the First Street Church off the

mall, serves bet'"veen 20 and 60 breakfasts per da1,-depending

on the season. The homeless and the very poor r,vho come to

the Haven get a hot breakfast and access to shor'vers, laundry

facilities and connections r'vith needed social serwices. From the
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beginriine Hirven staff rvanted to make both local produce ancl

the uicler conmunity p:rrt of the daily routine o{ the day shelter.

\\'hen zr local developer oflered the use of a 2-acre lot near the

Oiihr ood Cen'retery TJACH staff and volunteers saw an oPPor-

tunih'to do both.

Etrrh' last spring, shelter guests, sta{f and volunteers, skllled

trncl norice, turned the emptv lot into a garden PATCH. PATCH

stancls for Partners Allied in Teaching Community Horticulture.

\Iembers of the Building Goodness Foundation contributed a

storage shed, and a hive of bees took up residence and began

producing hone1, lvhils pollinating the groiving plants. Virginiak

ou,r-i Southern Exposure Seed Exchange clonated seeds. In its

inaugural summer, the PATCH galden provided the Haven

con'rmunity u.ith Si.viss chard, cucurubers ancl tomtrtoes r'vhile

providing clients and volunteers rvith valuable garden knoivl-

edge. Those r,vho came to dig, rveed, tend and harvest left wlth

training in compost and soil building, seed basics and soue very

fresh produce.

Additionally, kitchen manager Lena Zentgrtrf used the

brand-ner,v Htrven kitchen to teach kitchen safety and sanitation,

knife skills, canning and pr-eseruing ancl foundational cooking

classes for slielter guests and volunteers. Such training can git'e

jobless locals a better chance at {inding a job in the area's grorv-

ing lrospi talitl indust ry.

Says Zentgraf, "Part of PATCH s rnission is to get clients and

volunteers together to produce 'uvhatever is possible. \\'e 'uvant



volunteers to knou' our clients and to r,vork sicle-by-side r'vith

then'r. \Vorking in tlie garden is a much rnore intirnate experi-

ence than dropping off clonatiorrs or r,vorking at the desk, and we

think it'.s good lbr even'one."

Guinevere Fliggins and Mike Parisi of Blue Ridge Back-

I'ard Harvest, a cornpany r'vhicli teaches people horv to f:rrm in

small spaces, s,ill take over the challenging role o{ mrinaging the

garclen this .,'ei,Lr. Higgins is eagerl,v planning the 20tl crop of

potatoes, onions, carrots, tomatoes and other fixings for ornelets

ancl breakfast burritos. She's also excited about the flor'vers that

will attract pollinators and brightening the public spaces at the

Haver. Higgins and Parisi lvill offer :r series o{ gtrrden education

rvorksliops free of charge but rl'ith a suggestecl donation that

goes back into the garden {und. Higgins also sees the garden as

an important means o{':rttractirrg treu' r'olunteers. "The PATCH

g:rrden offers a safe and fun witr fol families ivho might not think

of volunteering in the sl'relter sprrce to contribute," she says.

QCC's Garden o{ Goochress irt the corner of Nlonticelkr

Avenue and 6th Street tunrs hezrds u.ith its lush display of corn,

squash and greens Full-tilre QCC farmer Todd Neimier u'orks

u.ith residents of uncler--sen ed comtnunities :rnd volunteers to

select and order seecls ,rrcl to plant, maintain ancl harvest the

crops at the flagship of the QCC Farmsl Program. Tl'ie com-

munity organizing group, rvhich has been rvorking in lor,v-r""ealth

Charlottesville neighborhoods since 1993, recently installed a

raisecl vegetable bed behind the Barrett Early Learnilg Center

on Ridge Street and startecl QCC trarms! West on \Vest Street in

the 10th and Page neighborhood. Volunteers rvho help out dur-

ing scheduled rveekly rvork days are "paid" in tokens recleemable

for procluce at the Garden's "market day" everv Friday alternoon

ln season.

QCC :rlso has also parlnered rvith Universifl ofVirgnia Nutrition

Services to off'er QCC Cooks!-free cooking classes using gzrrden pro-

duce, L:r-st year's topics ranged from "Kari'iik:ve Vegetables-Sne:rk

ing Fruits andVeggies into Your Kid's Diet!" to "Southen'i Dishes the

Healt\ \\'av- Nl QCC classes are open to the public.
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