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Part 1: 1973-1983 
Picardo, Passion band People: 

30 Years of P-Patching

By Judy Hucka 

Nearly everyone who gardened in 
Seattle’s first P-Patch back in the 
early ’70s remembers the often-

repeated advice of Rainie Picardo, whose 
family lent their farm for the community 
garden: “You get back what you put in.” 
Picardo was mostly talking about soil, but his 
words could just as well apply to the program 
that his land helped make possible.

In the 30 years since the City of Seattle 
bought the Picardo Farm and started the 
P-Patch Program (the P stands for Picardo), 
thousands of gardeners and volunteers have 
put untold amounts of hours, work and love 
back into the program that today includes 
more than 60 gardens, with over 1,900 plots 
on 12 acres of land.

Though the program considers 1973 as 
its official birth date, its origins go back to 

1970. The famous Boeing Bust was on, and 
a lot of people were without jobs, money 
and food. It was also a time of social activism 
and the beginning to the back-to-the-land 
movement.

All these factors came together for 
Darlyn Rundberg Del Boca, a University 
of Washington student. She decided it was 
important for children to learn how to grow 
food, and wanted to encourage them to grow 
vegetables for Neighbors in Need, a precur-
sor of today’s food bank program. She got 
permission to use a portion of the Picardo 
family’s truck farm in northeast Seattle, and, 
with the help of City Councilman Bruce 
Chapman, got the City of Seattle to lease the 
land for the price of its taxes. She approached 
officials and students at nearby Wedgewood 
Elementary School and the children, with 
the help of their families, planted large 
plots of beans, broccoli, cabbage, corn and 
potatoes in the center of the farm. Families 
that helped out were offered small 8-foot by 
8-foot plots around the edges to garden for 
themselves.

2history

7



8  a  The P-Patch Manual

“The idea of community 
gardening sprouted along-
side the vegetables,” wrote 
longtime program activist 
Barbara Donnette in a history published 
for the program’s 20th anniversary. As she 
noted, “the concept wasn’t new and wasn’t 
limited to Seattle. Community gardening 
was resprouting across the nation from very, 
very deep roots: village commons, European 
allotment gardens, extended Asian family 
gardens and wartime victory gardens.”

Diana Falkenbury was a third-grader at 
Wedgewood at the time. She and her family 
were assigned to tend a plot of broccoli, and 
her mother Marlene, now 77, has been a 
gardener at the Picardo P-Patch ever since. 

There were no water lines in those early 
years, and gardeners filled up milk jugs and 
other containers to haul water to their patches. 
Diana (now Diana Dunnell) remembers that 
she and her brother took their shoes off on 
hot days, and came home with black, black 
feet from the garden’s famously rich soil. 
“We sure fed a lot of people that first year,” 
Marlene remembers.

Ross Radley, another of the early Picardo 
gardeners, also remembers the “magic” soil. 
“It was a nice place to start because every-
thing you planted did wonderfully. It made 
even an average gardener like me into an 
all-star.”

For the next two years, the newly estab-
lished Puget Consumers Co-op took over 
management of the community garden, 

operating it much the way it 
is today by dividing the farm 
into small plots and allowing 
community members to sign 

up. Jack Rucker, who has had his plot at 
Picardo since those PCC days, remembers 
that for the first years, plots cost $3 a year. 
PCC was interested in community service, 
and the community garden also fit well with 
its mission of provide fresh, organic food, 
said Koko Hammermeister, a PCC employee 
who was given the job of overseeing the new 
garden.

In 1973, the City of Seattle, decided to 
buy the Picardo Farm property, and in 1974, 
through the efforts of City Councilman 
John Miller and Mayor Wes Uhlman (who 
had his own garden plot), the city autho-
rized a community gardening program to 
promote recreation and open space. The 
program was adopted by the Department of 
Human Resources and community gardens 
were offered throughout the city, united as 
the P-Patch Program.

The number of gardens grew quickly to 
10 in 1974, and to 16 by the end of the 
decade. Work parties were held at most of the 
sites to build water systems, tool sheds and 
other improvements. However, Donnette 
notes, the gardens were still considered an 
“interim use” and some were lost to “real 
development.”

Development wasn’t the only threat. 
Administratively, the P-Patch Program was 
housed with the city’s social services. When 
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a budget crunch hit in the late ’70s and 
early ’80s, some city staffers and commu-
nity members didn’t think the gardening 
program was as important as other social 
programs that were competing for scarce city 
funding, said Glenda Cassutt, who managed 
the program for the city in that period.

Cassutt said two things saved it: the 
formation of an advisory council (precursor 
to the Friends of P-Patch) in 1979 to offer 
community support, lobbying support and 
some fund raising, and connecting with 
similar programs across the country for 
moral support and ideas. “It was still a new 
idea, just beginning.”

There was a great need to spread support 
for the program beyond gardeners who 
benefited from it and to show that support 
to the City Council, said Radley, a lawyer 
who helped form the P-Patch Advisory 
Council. (It helped that Radley once broke 
up the serious deliberations of the council 
with a thermos of tea and P-Patch zucchini 
bread, the beginning of a long tradition of 
mixing passionate public testimony with 
friendly garden offerings. There’s a joke that 
the council finally agreed to save a spot for 
a P-Patch when the Interbay golf course was 
built only if gardening activists promised to 
stop giving them excess zucchini.)

P-Patch activists like to say the P in the 
name also stands for “passionate people,” and 
the program has produced more than a few. 
Jean Unger, who has gardened at Interbay 
since 1974, says it’s the love of the earth and 

the camaraderie of many wonderful friends 
that has kept her at it. Over the years, she’s 
spent nearly as much time fighting to save 
Interbay as she has gardening—collecting 
petition signatures, making signs and testi-
fying at countless meetings.

Marlene Falkenbury, who still grows 
enough beans to can dozens of pints, raises 
lettuce for a homeless women’s shelter, and 
cares for Picardo’s demonstration garden, 
says gardening keeps her active and healthy. 
“Gardening is one of those wonderful aspects 
of life that levels everyone. It doesn’t matter 
what your income is or your status, you’re 
just there to garden” 

(Some of the historical informa-
tion in this article comes from Seattle 
HistoryLink Web site (www.historylink.
org), The Seattle Times and The City 
Gardener’s Cook Book, published by 
the P-Patch Advisory Council in 1994.) 

Part 2: 1983-1993
Program’s Second Decade  

a Time of Rebuilding

By Gemma D. Alexander

The second decade began in hardship. 
“1983 was a really tough year,” says 

Barbara Donnette, a founding gardener 
at Eastlake. “There was a severe economic 
downturn, and P-Patch funds were limited 
to plot fees. Services to the gardens, such as 
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rototilling and fertilizer were cut.” The next 
year plot fees were dramatically increased, and 
vacancy rates at the 18 garden sites skyrock-
eted to 30 percent. The Seattle Times ran an 
article entitled “Has the P-Patch Program 
Gone Fallow?” accompanied by an image of 
a gardener standing in waist-high weeds.

The P-Patch Advisory Council, precur-
sor to Friends of the P-Patch, was not idle 
during this difficult time. It worked closely 
with City Council to reinstate funding and 
services, while obtaining block grant money 
to add Ferdinand and Angeline P-Patches in 
Beacon Hill to serve the burgeoning Asian 
community. 

In the mid-’80s, hard work and creativ-
ity began to turn things around for the 
P-Patches. Enterprising gardeners at Picardo 
placed signs along the road announcing 
that plots were available, and built a tool 
shed out of scrap materials donated from a 
construction site. A donated spade and fork 
from Smith and Hawkins were raffled off to 
raise money for communal tools. In 1986, 
Republican and Judkins gardens were built. 

But still a sense that P-Patches were 
an interim use of public space persisted. 
Program coordinator Barbara Heitsch and 
gardeners Nancy Allen and 
Barbara Donnette worked 
tirelessly to add new gardens, 
but several were lost to develop-
ment and other uses. Without 
site security, many garden-
ers suffered from short-timers 

disease, and weren’t willing to invest a lot in 
their gardens or commit to their gardening 
community. Events like the Great Tomato 
Taste-off were developed as an attempt to 
draw gardeners together, and Lettuce Link 
began to coordinate the delivery of P-Patch 
produce to food banks. The Gardenship 
Fund was established to help needy garden-
ers pay their plot fees.

Then, four P-Patches won national commu-
nity garden awards in 1986 and 1987. In 1987, 
Seattle hosted the American Community 
Gardening Association’s national conference. 
About 150 people attended from throughout 
the country. National recognition gave the 
program the legitimacy it needed. That year, 
the land for the award-winning Pinehurst 
Garden was donated to the P-Patch Advisory 
Council. With Pinehurst a truly permanent 
community garden, the P-Patch Program 
gained credibility as a legitimate land use. The  
sense that gardens were an interim use began 
to fade. 

The P-Patch Program wrapped up its second 
decade as the largest municipal community 
gardening program in the country. By 1993, 
there were 30 gardens, with 600 people on 
the waiting list. In honor of P-Patch’s 20th 

anniversary, the Day of Giving 
tradition was instituted, and 
the popular City Gardener’s 
Cook Book was written. From 
fallow to fruitful, P-Patch’s 
second decade was anything 
but forgettable.
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Part 3: 1993-2003
Program Thrives in Third 

Decade, but Challenges Loom

By Rich Macdonald 

A love affair with community garden-
ing might describe the third decade of 

P-Patching in Seattle. Starting with 30 gardens 
and the Program finished with 65. Staff grew 
from two to five and a half. The Trust owned 
one P-Patch in 1993 and finished with all or 
parts of five. At the start of the decade the 
Trust and the Program joined to address a 
program need—P-Patches in under-served 
communities, and by the end, that program, 
Cultivating Communities, had established 
20 community, youth and market gardens 
serving low income and immigrant commu-
nities throughout Seattle. 

National trends in greening, commu-
nity and food systems excited local interest 
that helped foster community gardening. 
In Seattle, citywide planning programs saw 
P-Patches as vital elements in city liveablity. 
An expanding economy helped ensure 
funding for new P-Patches. Two national 
conferences firmed Seattle’s national reputa-
tion as a leader in community gardening 
and food systems work. The Trust grew and 
changed, supporting programs to expand 
community gardening, while continuing 
to define its mission. Gardens gained self-
awareness, developing stronger leadership 
and sense of themselves as a community. At 

the end of the decade, in the middle of a 
punishing regional recession, and with severe 
cuts in all levels of city government, P-Patch, 
gardens prospered and the program contin-
ued to expand. 

For sheer numbers, the third decade was a 
time of explosive growth. This growth included 
the loss of two gardens and redevelopment of 
almost ten including two re-developments of 
Interbay! The single biggest gain in gardens 
owed to Cultivating Communities, a project 
of the Program, the Trust and the Seattle 
Housing Authority, which targeted residents 
of low income housing, mostly in Southeast 
and West Seattle. Other areas of the city gained 
as well. The East end which had the fewest 
gained the most including one P-Patch on 
Capitol Hill, 1010 Thomas. Other gardens 
expanded, moved or re-configured, includ-
ing Burke Gilman Place, University Heights, 
Alki, Snoqualmie, Ferdinand, Magnuson, 
Bradner and Interbay. Northeast saw the 
smallest expansion, but they were both in 
areas previously un-represented, Fremont and 
Roosevelt. Northwest added Greenwwod, 
Haller Lake, Greg’s Garden and in the 
heart of Ballard Thyme Patch. The densely 
populated west end including downtown 
added Belltown, Queen Anne, Queen Pea 
and Cascade. Southeast added Courtland 
and Hillman City, an area deficient in open 
space, and Beacon Bluff, our first on Beacon 
Hill. West Seattle finished with one new 
garden, Longfellow Creek, but plans for a 
fourth at Lincoln Park. 
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Cultivating Communities, the most 
significant addition to Seattle community 
gardening in the third decade, seeks to 
equalize access to community gardening. 
Often barriers like income, language or life 
circumstances, hinder a community’s ability 
to start gardens, but the benefits of commu-
nity gardening, including food security and 
neighborhood improvement, should be 
equally available. Cultivating Communities 
also recognizes that communities have differ-
ent needs for community gardening. Thus it 
developed three market gardens as a means 
for low income and usually immigrant 
communities to develop ties outside of 
their community while earning a little extra 
income. Youth gardens in these immigrant 
communities similarly instructed youth on 
nutrition while helping them take part in 
the community of gardening, to which many 
of their parents and grandparents belonged. 
By the end of the third decade Cultivating 
Communities had 17 gardens, including 
three market gardens and three youth gardens 
in the four Seattle Housing Authority sites 
of New Holly, Rainier Vista, Yesler Terrace 
and High Point and had begun forays into 
other low income housing groups, most 
significantly helping Cambodian garden-
ers terrace the Mt Baker Hillside garden. 
A new challenge loomed at the end of the 
decade to redevelop into mixed housing and 
income the four SHA communities; that 
planners worked closely with Cultivating 
Communities staff to insure that all gardens 

lost would be replaced in the new communi-
ties was a testimony to their value. 

The P-Patch Trust underwent a remarkable 
rebirth in the third decade, becoming a stron-
ger organization, a better advocate and an 
able support to P-Patches. At the start it was 
largely a monthly gardening forum for repre-
sentatives from each P-Patch. The Advisory 
Council as it was then called had a significant 
track record and already owned one P-Patch, 
Pinehurst, but as the number of gardens grew 
its size became unwieldy and its role less clear. 
It turned first into a membership organization, 
and under the name Friends of P-Patch wrote 
grants to start Cultivating Communities. 
Burnishing its advocacy credentials, the 
Friends promoted a joint City Council and 
the Mayoral resolution supporting commu-
nity gardens in 1993, and in 2000 launched 
a five year plan with the Program, which was 
also adopted by Ordinance. Importantly, the 
plan tied staff increases to the development of 
new gardens. For P-Patches, the Trust adopted 
the role of fiscal agent, handling money when 
gardens held fundraisers or wrote grants. 
The Trust bought liability insurance to cover 
P-Patches, and it firmly committed itself to 
plot fee assistance for those unable to pay. In 
good years, the Trust manages a small grant 
and tool purchase program. Its 30th anniver-
sary T-shirt, the third by veteran artist Carl 
Smool, is widely sought. By the end of the 
decade the “Friends of P-patch” desired to 
strengthen its land acquisition role, having by 
this time become the owner or part owner of 
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four more P-Patches: Fremont, Hillman City, 
Judkins and Greenwood. 

Within the city the third decade of 
Community gardening coincided with an 
explosion of planning designed to guide 
Seattle’s growth and give voice to its residents. 
The ability of gardeners with the help of the 
Trust to participate at important points in 
these planning process directly benefited 
P-Patch. Resolution 20194, pushed by the 
Trust, called for city support of community 
gardens including co-location on other City 
owned property. This resolution gave staff 
support when negotiating with different city 
departments. By the end of the decade more 
than two thirds of P-Patches were under 
public ownership, which was significant, 
because this decade also saw the rapid escala-
tion of property values and the loss of two 
gardens on privately owned property. The 
City’s Comprehensive Plan called for one 
community garden for each 2000 house-
holds in Urban Villages, which is a very 
useful justification to use with city officials or 
neighborhood residents and was essential for 
development of Longfellow Creek, Lincoln 
Park, Roosevelt, and Thyme Patch all of 
which are in or near urban villages. P-Patch 
gardeners turned out for the city’s neighbor-
hood planning process. 23 of—plans asked 
for community gardens. Mention in two 
plans was critical for funding used to acquire 
Roosevelt and part of Judkins. Mention in 
the other plans was a justification for devel-
opment of most gardens in the later half of 

the third decade. Nationally, P-Patch was able 
to attach itself to a large program to remake 
public housing. In Hope VI, the four Seattle 
Housing Authority sites were to razed and 
reconstructed. Recognizing the importance 
of the gardens to these communities, the new 
plans included the gardens. Culminating the 
decade and embodying many of these trends 
was the P-Patch and P-Patch Trust Five Year 
Strategic Plan. Pushed by then president, 
former city council staff member and part 
of the influential contingent of Southern 
Illinois University community gardeners, 
Frank Kirk, the Five Year Plan adopted by 
Ordinance by the City Council and Mayor, 
pushed for development of three to four 
new gardens each year. It also encouraged 
hiring one new staff for every eleven gardens 
developed. P-Patch benefited from two voter 
passed Parks bond funds which led to acqui-
sition of Queen Anne, Belltown, Queen Pea, 
Maple Leaf and Linden Orchard. Finally 
a group of heroic Capitol Hill wannabe 
gardeners made the case to city council in 
the late `90s about the deficiency of garden-
ing space in their neighborhood. The City 
found seven hundred thousand dollars, 
which funded purchase of a site on Capitol 
Hill and helped purchase parts of Belltown, 
Fremont and Greenwood. 

A huge boost to the program came with 
its move into the City’s Department of 
Neighborhoods. Neighborhoods is a depart-
ment focused on helping neighborhoods 
be great people places. It is home to the 
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Neighborhood Matching Fund, a nationally 
respected small grant program that encour-
ages neighborhoods to use their own resources 
and receive dollars in return. The commu-
nity building focus of P-Patch gardens fit 
neatly into Neighborhoods, which substan-
tially supported programming and increased 
staff. The matching fund grant not coinci-
dentally has funded development of every 
new garden, except one, since its start in 
early 1990s. These start up funds are a huge 
boost to gardeners who otherwise would be 
hard pressed to raise the five to ten thousand 
dollars in hard P-Patch development costs. 
The matching fund is a substantial facto in 
the growth of the program. 

Nationally, this decade witnessed a 
national interest in community gardening 
and greening and heralded a new movement 
to address food insecurity. Throughout the 
city a number of disparate organizations 
worked in the field but had little contact. In 
1998, many of these groups came together 
to host for the second time the American 
Community Gardening Conference, which 
brought in more than 400 people, many of 
them local, to sample the national diver-
sity of the community greening movement. 
Two years later, many of the same groups 
gathered again to host the Food Security 
Conference, which brought representatives 
from around the nation to hear the story of 
food production, access and distribution in 
the Northwest. By the end of the decade, 
Seattle continued to enjoy its national 

reputation as one of the largest municipally 
supported community gardening programs. 

Importantly, the third decade had a 
number of challenges that ultimately helped 
strengthen and raise the profile of the program 
and spur the commitment of gardeners. 
Much like Pinehurst gardeners in a previous 
decade organizing along with the Trust to save 
their P-Patch, in this decade Interbay and 
Bradner both witnessed fierce fights for their 
lives. They are inspiring stories that speak 
to Seattle’s growing belief in its community 
gardens. In the early years, P-Patches were 
regarded as an “interim use,” but gardeners 
do grow committed to their soil, and when 
in the early 90s, planners visioned Interbay 
as a golf course, gardeners were able, based 
on previous advocacy, to secure a new place 
at the site. When again in the late 90s, the 
firm golf course plans emerged that didn’t 
accommodate a P-Patch, gardener advocacy 
ultimately resulted in a City guarantee and 
funding for a new and permanent site at 
Interbay. Bradner is a similar story of persis-
tence and commitment that rises above 
community gardening. At Bradner, garden-
ers spearheaded a planning process to turn 
the entire 3 acre site into a P-Patch/ park/ 
demonstration garden. Unbeknownst to 
the community, city officials had housing 
visions for the site. A huge fight erupted 
and culminated in a city ballot initiative. 
Today, Bradner is a splendid community-
designed and managed open space with a 
P-patch, basketball court, children’s play 
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ground, incredible art work and state of the 
art environmental construction. 

Paralleling these other trends in the third 
decade P-Patch gardeners registered an increased 
recognition of their responsibility to their 
P-patch and its place in the community. As the 
number of gardens increased and staff stayed 
relatively flat, P-Patches were forced to take on 
more responsibility. Without firm statistics, 
there is a general impression that site coordi-
nator management strengthened. The Trust 
published the first site coordinator manual. 
P-patches began to develop teams of leaders 
to handle the many tasks going into running 
a P-patch. P-Patches began fundraising to buy 
things they wanted. Sites, encouraged by staff, by 
the Trust and in such planning tools as the Five 
Year Plan, began to take the “open to the public” 
part of their P-patch seriously. Additionally, in 
the third decade many of the older P-patches 
were ready for a makeover and the vehicle, as 
you may guess, was Neighborhood Matching 
Fund Grant. In this decade 22 gardens wrote 
NMF grants in amounts ranging from $2000 
to $15,000. The grants included from master 
planning and improvements (Picardo), an art 
fence and compost bins (Belltown), a “Venus” 
sculpture (Picardo), bamboo trellis (Interbay, 
Queen Anne), rock garden and community 
gathering area (Angel morgan) among many 
others. 

At the close of the decade and looking 
beyond, challenges, though inevitable can 
also be a source of growth and strengthen-
ing. With the number of gardens continuing 

to increase while staff does not, maintaining 
a consistent level of service and fostering 
site leadership in fluid gardens will always 
be a challenge. New phases of open space 
planning, like the ProParks levy, while a 
great opportunity, challenges gardeners to 
sustain interest over the many years of these 
planning processes. Yet, P-Patch needs keep 
its interest alive because many areas of the 
city, downtown, south lake union, Capitol 
Hill to name just a few, are woefully short 
of open space, let along community gardens. 
Interest in food systems, and access to food 
and nutrition, particularly with youth, 
is an area of interest for staff and poses 
opportunities for youth gardening, market 
gardening and production P-patches that 
we’ve only begun to think about. With the 
strong commitment of our more than 2000 
plot holders, the growing resilience of the 
P-patch Trust and our perennial love of the 
land and sharing, P-patch can certainly look 
forward to its fourth decade. 

P-Patch Survey—2001 Results
An article written for the 

November 2003 P-Patch Post
(Background: Every two or three years, P-Patch 
conducts a survey of its gardeners; this article 

captures a snapshot of P-Patch gardeners in 2001.) 

As many of you have completed your 
2004 survey, we thought you might be 

interested in the results of the last survey, 
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conducted in 2001. Although the survey 
can hardly be viewed as complete, given 
mixed response rates and data entry issues; 
it does, I think, offer a small insight into the 
P-Patch community. Among the basic “who’s 
gardening” questions, 22% are new garden-
ers, suggesting a yearly turnover of almost 
one quarter of the program. Another 14% 
are first year gardeners, and 11% second 
year gardeners. The figures point out that 
almost half of P-Patchers have been garden-
ing for two years or less. At the other end, 
11% of gardeners have more than 10 years in 
the program. Our program is pretty evenly 
divided between renters/ multifamily dwellers 
and home owners/ single family home dwell-
ers (46% to 53%). Most gardeners (67%) 
do not have room for vegetable gardening 
at their home. Gardeners report that 13% 
live less than one quarter mile from their 
P-Patch, while another 20% are still within 
a mile. In an era of transportation concerns, 
gardeners use a variety of travel modes: 23% 
bike, 6% bus, 48% drive and 51% walk. The 
principle mode differs by garden. At Thomas 
St. Gardens, a small neighborhood P-Patch 
on Capitol Hill, everyone walks. At the big 
destination garden Picardo, Farm 75% will 
use a car, but they also bike (30%), bus (9%), 
and walk (31%). 

Many mixes comprise P-Patch households: 
4% are single mothers, while 1% are single 
fathers, and 23% are couples with children. 
Single women account for 25% of gardeners, 
single men total only 9% and couples make 

up 29%. Economically, P-Patchers earn a 
range of incomes. In 2001, 25% of P-Patch 
households had incomes below the federal 
poverty guidelines, compared to a 12% 
figure for Seattle as a whole (1999). 29% 
of gardeners indicated household incomes 
greater than $52,000. Ethnically, gardeners 
describing themselves as Caucasian consti-
tute 64% of our gardening population, while 
those choosing an ethnic background of East 
African, Southeast Asian or Korean make up 
20% of our program.

In the garden 10% of gardeners in 2001 
reported spending more than 8 hours a 
week in the P-Patch during the March 
through October, 25% spent four to eight 
hours, 48% were in the garden two to four 
hours and 15% spent less than 2 hours a 
week at the P-Patch. As to what gardeners 
produced, a little more than one third grow 
up to 20% of their weekly produce needs 
in their garden during the months of April 
to October; but one quarter harvest more 
than 60% or their produce needs. During 
the winter, a hardy 8% of gardeners report 
bringing in more than 20% of their weekly 
produce needs. Gardens like to share: of 
those responding, 20% report sharing every 
time they go to the garden, while almost 
60% report sharing at least once or twice 
a month. Gardeners are almost as generous 
with food bank donations: more than 50% 
donate once or twice a month, while 40% 
report never donating. Of the few garden-
ers responding to the question about the 
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number of gardeners and visitors present, 
71% report seeing one to three visitors and 
gardeners each time they visit the P-Patch. 
Gardeners like the P-Patch experience. 73% 
state that if they had to move they would 
check for a nearby P-Patch and 10% reveal 
that they would only move near a garden. 
The P-Patch Post is popular: 45% read it 
faithfully, another 32% report usually.

P-Patchers have strong beliefs about the 
value of community gardening in general 
and P-Patching in particular. Answering 
the question what is most important about 
community gardening, 36% placed recre-
ation as number one, 16% most valued 
the ability of organically grown produce to 
improve nutrition, and another 16% lined 
up behind the ability of community garden-
ing to provide neighborhood open space. 
10% of gardeners most appreciated commu-
nity gardening’s capacity for providing a 
place to visit with friends and meet people. 
Looking to their own motives for garden-
ing in a P-Patch, 29% indicate that growing 
their own food was most important, 18% 
valued organically grown produce, closely 
followed by 17% who garden for solace or 
therapy. While gardeners may have thought 
that recreation was an important general 
benefit of community gardening, only 14% 
list recreation as their chief reason for garden-
ing. 11% of gardeners value both the sense 
of community and ability to commune with 
nature. Answering questions specifically 
about the benefits of the P-Patch Program, 

23% of gardeners prize the ability to connect 
with nature and the seasons, 20% thought the 
“all organic” requirement is most valuable, 
while 19% appreciate that their P-Patch is 
close to home. 14% of gardeners applaud 
the equitable nature of plot assignment, 
while 11% think that P-Patches are good 
ways to work with others in their neighbor-
hood. P-Patches make the world a better 
place thought 8% of gardeners, but only 5% 
prize a quality that distinguishes the P-Patch 
Program from many in the nation, that our 
P-Patches are open to the public.

Part 4: 2003- 2008
Half Decade of Happenings

By Rich Macdonald  

This half decade started and ended on 
unfortunate notes of economic reces-

sion—but in between support and interest in 
community gardening and urban agriculture 
exploded. New gardens opened in sixteen 
neighborhoods and work was underway in 
ten more. These included Roosevelt, Ballard, 
Westwood, Lincoln Park, Georgetown, 
the Central area, and Northgate, among 
others.   As usual, gardeners incorporated 
their personality and interests. Sustainability 
featured in cobb and straw bale benches 
and tool sheds at Linden and Maple Leaf; 
water conservation in cachement systems at 
Bradner and a composting toilet at Picardo.  



Street rights of way (Angel Morgan) and 
Parks (many sites, thanks to the Pro Parks 
Levy) and private land easement (Climbing 
water) were all land upon which P-Patches 
were built. 

P-patch continued to refine its program.  
Staff worked to address gardener dispari-
ties in some communities, establishing the 
Hawkins garden in the Central area, based 
in part on outreach to the African American 
community. Marra Farm P-Patch reached 
out to more Latino families, helping that 
garden better reflect its surrounding commu-
nity. With a mayoral initiative to expand 
market gardening to low income people, 
P-Patch grew from a community supported 
agriculture model to include farm stands in 
SHA communities and single tract market 
farming at Marra Farm. A P-patch staff 
strategic planning process, producing a new 
tag line, “sustaining grounds for commu-
nity growing” and refocused on P-Patches 
as resources for the larger community. This 
included ending P-Patch programming at 
one Seattle school and instead encouraging 
youth involvement in gardens city-wide. 

Redevelopment in Seattle Housing 
Authority (SHA) communities meant 
changes for the gardens there. Eight SHA 
sites closed and four gardens opened as 
New Holly, High Point and Rainier Vista 
redeveloped. More are scheduled in the 
future. These changes brought a new mix 
of residents including middle income folks 

and more East African immigrants to the 
gardens.

City government and elected officials 
gave whole-hearted support to P-Patch 
in this half decade. City Council appro-
priated funding for garden development 
at High Point, New Holly, and Rainier 
Beach. They also supported acquisition of 
the Spring Street site to replace a garden 
lost in the Central Area. The Mayor and 
Council worked together with the commu-
nity and the P-patch Trust to purchase 
privately owned parts of the Hillman 
City P-Patch and assist with development 
funding for Hazel Heights in Fremont. The 
Neighborhood Matching fund continued 
to support community led garden develop-
ment and improvements. City government 
recognized the importance of the program 
and the role of staff by adding a new staff 
position and a second P-Patch van in 
2007. In 2008, City support culminated 
in a $500,000 appropriation for a P-Patch 
acquisition and development reserve fund.  
Although the economic downturn in late 
2008 eliminated those funds, voters passed 
a parks levy that included $2 million for the 
acquisition and development of P-patches 
and community gardens. 

The not-for-profit P-Patch Trust too 
had a busy half decade, advocating strongly 
for community gardening with the Mayor, 
Council, and City department heads. They 
worked to acquire part of Hillman City 
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P-Patch and became owner of Hazel Heights 
in Fremont, when an anonymous donor was 
interested in donating the purchase price of 
the property.  

The enormous popularity of the program 
reflected a growing national interest in 
sustainability and food systems. Locally the 
program waitlist doubled, growing from 800 

to more than 1700! As we enter the second 
half of this decade, P-Patch faces one of its 
biggest and most envious challenges yet:  
spending, in two years, 2 million dollars 
in the voter-approved Parks levy. Interest is 
huge and spending mostly on development 
has the potential to double the size of the 
P-Patch program.  




