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fruitful gardens

the calgary vacant lots garden club

jim ellis

Long before the guerilla gardening movements of New York and Los Angeles,
and before the resurgence in popularity of community gardens across North America,
there were social assistance programs involving the cultivation of urban vacant lots.
The first organized civic programs were in Detroit, New York, and Philadelphia in the
1890s, designed to help the unemployed in the midst of an economic recession.! These
efforts were largely envisioned as social reform and self-help for the urban poor;
Bolton Hall, a prominent progressive activist and advocate of the back to the land
movement, wrote, “Placing the half sick, the disabled, worn-out people and the un-
employed on vacant lots, where they can employ themselves raising their own food,
is now no experiment, but an important support of many families which would other-
wise be dependent upon charity.”?
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In the eyes of social reformers, the vacant lot movement did more than simply feed the
poor: the Third Annual Report of the Philadelphia Vacant Lots Cultivation Association
drew attention to “the effect it has had upon many of the gardeners from a social and
moral standpoint.”® Inspirational tales of reformed alcoholics, industrious widows and
children, and renewed family ties were frequently offered. Although the movement was
widespread in the 1890s in the United States, few civic programs appear to have lasted
into the next century. In Canada, the movement seems to have had more life: an article
in the April 1918 issue of Canada’s Agricultural Gazette surveyed the plans for twenty
cities and towns across Canada to use vacant lots for urban agriculture, although this
popularity may also have had to do with planting victory gardens.*

In Calgary, the impulse to form an urban gardening organization responded to some of
the same practical and philosophical concerns that informed the American movement:
practically speaking, fruits and vegetables were expensive, and most were imported
from British Columbia. Philosophically, the vacant lot club combined the interests of
social welfare with the Garden City movements of the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. In 1912, the charismatic British city planner Thomas Mawson visited a num-
ber of Canadian cities, and gave an inspirational speech to the Canadian Club of Calgary
titled “The City on the Plain, and How to Make it Beautiful.” Mawson was particularly
interested in public parks, access to green space, and garden suburbs with allotment
gardens, based on the long-standing British experience with allotments. Although his
larger plan for a redesigned civic core was not taken up, his advocacy for urban gar-
dening was enthusiastically embraced.

The Calgary Vacant Lots Garden Club was formed in 1914 out of a meeting of the Parks
and Playgrounds Committee of the City Planning Commission; representatives were
invited from the Horticultural Society and the Consumers’ League, a social welfare group
formed from the Local Council of Women. Examples of programs from other cities were
surveyed and discussed. The resulting executive of the newly formed club included
Alexander Calhoun, the city’s first librarian; William R. Reader, the city’s Parks Superin-
tendent and a member of the Horticultural Society; and Annie Gale, a member of the
Consumers’ League who would go on to become the city’s first female alderman from
1918 to 1924. Officially, the purpose of the club was “to encourage home production,
greater vegetable diet, and reduce the cost of living,” and it had the beneficial side effect
of “transforming Calgary into a city of smiling gardens,”s thus realizing, in a somewhat
less grand way, Mawson’s vision of a garden city.
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Vacant lot garden plots were first made available in 1914; the 1916 Municipal Manual
reports that in its first year the club had 173 members who cultivated 243 lots. In 1915,
this jumped to 450 members who farmed 976 lots.® The numbers continued to climb;
the Canadian Agriculture Gazette reported in 1918 that “in 1917 over 2,000 twenty-five
foot city lots were cultivated and this year it is expected that number will be increased.
A dollar is charged for one 25-foot city lot and 50 cents for each additional lot. On
request the ploughing is done at cost. Lots are ploughed free for the families of soldiers.
Lectures are given with a view to stimulating the interests of both children and adults.””
By 1920, when membership in the organization hit an early peak at 1,340, the city had
been divided up into twenty sections, and prizes were awarded to gardens based on
freedom from weeds, cultivation, general appearance, flowers and plants, arrangement,
variety, economy of space, and freedom from disease.

The vacant lot gardens took on different social roles and social meanings across the
decades. As with the earlier American programs, the gardens were originally a social
welfare scheme that provided good food and moral uplift to the poor. Additionally, the
gardens were promoted as beautification efforts and a source of civic pride; a contest
in 1915 aimed to dispel the notion that good potatoes could not be grown in Calgary.
During the first and second world wars, the club took on a patriotic cast and the lots
became known as victory gardens; in 1943, the club peaked at 2,366 members cultivat-
ing 3,229 lots. During the Depression, they were an increasingly necessary source of
cheap food. After the end of the food shortages of the Second World War, gardening
was once again seen as a leisure activity, and the numbers of available plots dwindled
in response to increased construction; for those lots still vacant, the soil was largely ex-
hausted from potato crops. The club was disbanded in 1952.

Community gardening is once again flourishing in Calgary. One organization in particular,
Grow Calgary, is in many ways the direct heir to the vacant lots cultivation movement.
Founded in 2013, their garden is located on eleven acres in Calgary’s Transportation
Utility Corridor, provincially owned land designated for road construction. It is Canada’s
largest urban farm, employing volunteer labour to supply women’s and homeless
shelters with organic produce. Like the vacant lots gardens, however, its tenure is pre-
carious: the construction of a new ring road is now threatening its existence, at least on

its current site.®
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