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Hazel Shipp, at a Southside Community Land Trust garden behind St. Joseph’s Hospital, says she likes 
to sample what her fellow gardeners plant, though her Hmong neighbors’  peppers are too hot for her 
taste. After she had health problems, other gardeners pitched in to keep her plot going. 

 
 

 

 

 



When Debbie Schimberg graduated from Brown University in 1980, she and a couple of buddies pooled 
their money to buy a rundown tenement in South Providence for $1,000. The three-family house had no 
heat, electricity or plumbing. It didn’ t even have any glass in the windows.  

But Schimberg and her friends had a dream. They would transform it into a model of self-sufficiency — 
completely renovated, with solar power and a greenhouse for food. They hoped it would serve as a 
catalyst for change in their blighted neighborhood. 

And as they toiled inside the building, Schimberg was looking outside, too. Their house on Dudley 
Street was surrounded by abandoned buildings and vacant lots that the city was auctioning off for as 
little as $50 apiece. 

She had heard how other cities had transformed vacant lots into “community gardens” , which not only 
provided the neighbors with food but a sense of community as they came together to help themselves 
and each other. So she decided to create a community garden here. 

With a $5,000 donation from a local philanthropist, she created the Southside Community Land Trust. 
She bought a couple of vacant lots at the corner of Dudley and West Clifford streets and sent out flyers 
to local churches and community programs, inviting other people to join her in making a garden there. 

She had no idea if anyone would join her, so she was pleasantly surprised when about 40 people showed 
up on the appointed day — a rainy Saturday in April 1981. They spent the day clearing the lots, building 
fences, installing water pipes and carving out individual garden plots that families rented for $15 apiece 
for the year. 

And soon the gardens were brimming with vegetables, flowers and other greenery — a tiny oasis in a 
desolate neighborhood that had been ravaged by drugs and poverty. 

“ It was really an amazing thing to see,”  Schimberg said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IT TURNED OUT TO BE the garden, not the house, that would be the catalyst for change — and the 
ideas it grew would have an impact not only on this one little corner of Providence, but across the state 
and even the country. Schimberg ran the land trust for 10 years before moving onto other ventures, but 
from her home on Dudley Street she’s watched it flourish over the years. 

Gardens are 
cultural 
expressions, 
says Deborah 
Schimberg, 
founder of the 
Southside 
Community 
Land Trust. 



The grassroots effort she launched now features nine community gardens sprinkled over five acres 
around the city, and has served as inspiration for similar efforts throughout the state. It has its own 
headquarters in South Providence, an annual budget of $500,000 and a staff of seven full-time 
employees (not including more than a dozen regular volunteers who help with the myriad programs the 
trust oversees). 

It runs City Farm, an organic inner-city farm that serves as a national model for “bio-intensive”  urban 
farming, concentrating on high-yield farming in compact areas, and it provides food for local soup 
kitchens, farm stands and restaurants. 

That’s in addition to its 50-acre Urban Edge farm in Cranston, where budding farmers, most of whom 
are women, are trained in the art of raising and marketing their crops (see story on Page 5). 

 

 

Educating people, from career-switchers to sixth graders, about farming and where food comes from has 
become a major focus of the land trust as it has grown — whether offering classes on composting and 
organic gardening for adults, or reaching out to school children in a variety of ways. The trust sponsors 
gardens and programs at several inner city schools, and has a children’s garden on the South Side of 
Providence, where school groups and other organizations make regular visits to the farm to learn about 
gardening and to plant their own flowers and vegetables. 

And all of these efforts have indeed helped rejuvenate Schimberg’s neighborhood from one of empty 
lots and burned-out buildings to one brimming with new development — from new houses for low-
income families to a community center and college campus. 

That’s especially gratifying for Schimberg, who planted the seeds of change 25 years ago.  

“ It’s been neat to see the changes in the community as a result of a seemingly simple act of saying: 
‘Hey, let’s make a community garden here.’  ”   

SEVERAL COMMUNITY GARDENS, including City Farm, have since sprouted on various lots within 
a few blocks of Schimberg’s house. In some ways, they look incongruous — these jungles of green, 
spanning several city-size house lots, behind chain-link fences. But on closer look, they’ re clearly not 
just overgrown lots. 

Chang Xiong, of 
Johnston, tends 
an acre at Urban 
Edge Farm in 
Cranston, where 
budding farmers 
are taught to 
plant and market 
crops; she is 
weeding a row of 
beets. 



Behind the locked gates are dozens of carefully tended gardens, 
featuring everything from familiar green beans, tomatoes and lettuce 
to peanuts, okra, exotic beans and fancy squashes that are native to 
other regions or countries. 

The farmers represent the same sort of melting pot, with young and 
old of different races and cultural backgrounds, toiling next to each 
other on 10-by-12-foot plots. Some have farmed all their lives in 
their native countries. Others have never sown a seed before. But 
they work side by side from early spring through early winter each 
year. 

ÁÁThey’ve been called the Little United Nations because so many 
nationalities are represented here,”  said Taylor Ellowitz, director of 
outreach and development for the Southside Community Land Trust. 
“… A lot of people come from traditions where growing food is part 
of the tradition, and we make land available to them so they can 
continue that tradition.”  

It’s like “ living anthropology,”  Schimberg said. “The gardens are 
an expression of their culture, and that’s really neat to see.”  

HAZEL SHIPP, 66, of Swan Street has been farming a small plot 
in one of the community gardens at Peace and Plenty streets for the 

past 14 years. She said most of her fellow gardeners “speak very little English — but we manage to get 
along.”  

In her 10-by-12-foot garden, she sticks to the more familiar vegetables — growing string beans, collard 
greens, mustard greens, tomatoes, cucumbers, squash and peppers, just as her grandma grew when Shipp 
was growing up in North Carolina. 

But she has sampled some of the crops of her fellow farmers and laughs as she recalls the first time she 
tried some peppers from some of the Hmong gardeners there. “They like hot peppers — and I mean 
HOT peppers,”  she said. She added them to her meal one night, but wound up throwing out her dinner 
because it was too spicy to eat. 

Shipp raises the food for herself, 
freezing much of it to last through 
the winter, and she shares her 
crops with family members, 
neighbors and members of her 
church. Even when she’s not 
gardening, she loves to hang out in 
her garden. “ I’ ll just sit there nice 
and quiet and read,”  she said. 

The garden also brings out the best 
in people, Shipp said. She suffered 
a heart attack earlier this year and 
had three fingers amputated around 
the same time and remembers 
saying to her doctor: “How am I 
going to work in my garden?”  

HAZEL SHIPP,  Southside 
gardener who loves to hang 
out in her garden  "I’ ll just sit 
there nice and quiet and read." 
 



Her doctor encouraged her to give it a try. “Everyone was very helpful,”  Shipp said, enabling her to 
keep her garden going for another year. 

She was there just a few weeks ago, harvesting the last of her string beans, tomatoes and eggplants, 
which she planned to freeze for the winter. 

But she couldn’ t do it on her own, she said. She has nowhere to grow a garden at her house — and she 
wouldn’ t be able to garden at all right now, without the help of fellow gardeners who’ve become her 
friends over the years. 

PHIL EDMONDS, a native of Ireland who’s been living in Providence for nearly 40 years, also enjoys 
the people he has met working in the community garden on Somerset Street for the past 12 years. 

“ It keeps me involved in the local community, meeting all different people, creating new friendships,”  
he said. 

Edmonds, 53, who lives in an apartment in South Elmwood, said he knew nothing about gardening 
when a friend invited him to help out in a garden on Somerset Street. He has since taken it over, growing 
greens such as kale, collard and Swiss chard, as well as asparagus, carrots, tomatoes and potatoes — just 
as his parents once grew. 

“ I’m not an expert, but I’m learning every year,”  he said. 

Edmonds said there’s no way to have a garden at his apartment, so he’s grateful for the community 
garden that gives him an opportunity to get out and grow his own food. 

“For us people living in the city, the Southside Community Land Trust provides a great opportunity to 
touch the earth and work with the soil and meet other gardeners from all different countries working in 
the same garden.”  

Phil Edmonds, a native of 
Ireland, is one of dozens of 
people who regularly farm 
their plot at the Southside 
Community Land Trust’s 
gardens. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



EXPERIENCES LIKE THESE show there’s more to a community garden than fresh vegetables and 
flowers, said Katherine Brown, who has been executive of the land trust for the past three years. 

She has seen the results first-hand, while a university professor in Omaha, Nebraska. She’d been living 
in a “ transitional neighborhood” where a half-dozen murders in the course of a single month “had the 
neighborhood reeling with confusion.”  

She came up with the idea of converting a vacant half-acre lot where a young boy had been murdered 
into a community garden. Other neighbors quickly embraced the idea. 

“Our first effort — it wasn’ t beautiful at all,”  Brown admitted. “We didn’ t have any money. The place 
was just rubble…. But what was beautiful was that we were basically coming together to do something 
positive. Within six months, we changed things around. People knew one another, and we hadn’ t before. 
We could begin to see the results of our actions. We were creating something beautiful out of something 
that had been tragic and abandoned.”  

They also learned that the time and effort they invested in the garden paid them back in a variety of 
ways they’d never quite expected — especially when it came to bringing people together in a positive 
way. 

Brown spent five years in Omaha, helping to found and run the City Sprouts community garden 
program, before becoming a full-time advocate for urban agriculture. That’s how she heard about the 
Southside Community Land Trust. While visiting her parents at their summer home in Little Compton 
several years ago, she went to visit it. She remembers standing in South Providence and saying to 
herself: “ I could live here.”  

 BROWN BECAME executive director 
of the Southside Community Land Trust 
in 2003, and has been one of its 
staunchest advocates ever since — 
helping it continue to grow and thrive. 

Brown said she doesn’ t feel threatened 
by the development, especially in South 
Providence, because the Southside 
Community Land Trust owns many of 
the lots where the community gardens 
have been established.  

Schimberg is among those who wish the 
land trust could have bought more land, 
but she’s glad she acquired what she did 
when the city was virtually giving it 
away. Otherwise, “ it all would have been 
built on by now.”  

Brown agrees that it would be nice to have more land. In fact, she said, “There’s a part of my mind that 
would probably like to have everything tilled and growing.”  But then, it wouldn’ t be a city, she noted. 
So instead, they welcome the new development — especially housing — since “people basically have a 
farm in their backyard.”  

But it’s also so much more than providing more than a plot of dirt for a local family to garden. It’s 
teaching people to work together and to provide for themselves, plus teaching the next generation that 
the food they eat doesn’ t just come from a grocery store. 



Schimberg remembers one particular program, in which the Southside Community Land Trust worked 
with youngsters at the state Training School, who were touching the prickly skin of a home-grown 
cucumber for the first time. “What was really amazing about that is that here are kids, many of whom 
have done some pretty terrible things, (feeling the pickles and saying) “Oh, oh, this is weird. I can’ t 
touch that.”   

She remembers thinking: “You just hijacked somebody’s car a year 
ago and held them up and a cucumber is giving you the heebie-
jeebies?”  It was an eye-opening experience, for everyone, she said. 

And when the land trust needed money and began to sells its goods 
— especially a then-unusual mesclun mix of salad greens to some of 
the top restaurants in the city — diners were surprised to learn that 
these greens were grown in the heart of the city. 

THAT’S THE BEAUTY of urban farming, Schimberg said. It 
actually provides food for its residents — whether it’s a family 
growing its own food, or a collaborative effort to supply local farm 
stands, restaurants and soup kitchens with fresh, healthy vegetables. 

And the community gardens do so much more, she noted. “ It’s not 
just about gardens. It’s also about lots of other things people can do 
in the city to make the city a livable place and a place where folks 
get to know each other… That to me is a powerful idea.”  

It is amazing, Brown agreed. “When you plant a food garden in the           
middle of a city, many, many things can come from that.”  


