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Southside backyards once boasted countless gardens which provided families with

ckyard Parad_iso ‘
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fresh vegetables in
the forst fifty years of the last century. Some gardens still exist in one form or anoti

n 2002, this writer set out to locate
South Bethlehem's famed ethnic
gardens—at first sight, none seemed
toexist Many backyards had suddenly
and victoriously vielded to the latest
weed of the millennium—the parking lot.
A second look five years later revealed
New perspectives and a few discoveries.

Efhnic Gardens—A Noble History
Pre-Ww1 immigrants were attracted to
job openings when Bethlehem Steel
©ommitted to government contracts.
Wing in South Bethiehem, immigrants
g(}:flsiletfl:ﬁeir homeland in the
y smuggled in their
luggage or had acquire?i%li mail,
£ Immigrants created traditional
I:::i) ;;SGfable gardens with the skill and
.m‘m‘:a‘bd-ifl their native lands.
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\ %Mnm ke Paradise to thep, In early
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Beminated o, windowsills in
Oneeivable container holding
laden with coal dust,
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away from home while their spouses took
up the slack—raising their children,
preparing meals and hanging wash to dry
on ropes. Returning home, husbands
tended the garden in solace without the
noise and calamity of domestic strife.

Anatomy of the Ethnic Garden
Space-conscious immigrants valued
their long, narrow backyards, not to be
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F Iris !;‘ Sixth St backyard, Larry Stelyner,

82, has cultivated a vege Ritaimars
thi, “Years ago, everyone had a vegetable garden. There are only a few left vow,” s
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wn at thal time).
_ ARer fencing their ba kyard, carth-
filled garden beds were crealed by

raising planks on cither side of the path,
Lvery inch of available 501l was yecd

to maximize yield of Vel

fruils. Fruil trees WErC 470

arbors made of “found” lumber whiich

supported white and red grape vines

In summer months, Greeks, Halians

fmd Portuguese enjoyed figs from
imported trees; in the winlter, they
wrapped the trees like m ummics to
protect the tender trunks from freezing

Other nationalities enjoved cherry,
apple, peach and plum trees—their fruit
used as fillings for kiffles, pies and
strudel or preserves and marmalades.

Tomatoes ranged in sizes from small
cherries and plums to the hefty beef-

steaks and Coracao de Boi (ox hearts).

Cabbage provided sauerkraut while
cucumbers were grown for pickles
Summer-grown vegetables included:
vining peas, fava beans and squash;
celery, Brussels sprouts, broccoli, sweet

or hot peppers; mints, basil, thyme,
marjoram, dill, caraway, anise, rose-
mary, sage and flat [eaf parsley.

Root vegetables included onions,
carrots, beets, radishes and garlic.

Old-fashioned flower varieties
featured zinnias, petunias, bleeding
hearts, four o’clocks, asters, gladiolas,
geraniums, chrysanthemums, carnations
and cannas—either grown in the garden
or in decorative concrete urns.

Privets, whose intoxicating white
flowers heralded the heat of summer,
were sculpted as hedges or ceative
shapes—poor man's topiary which
rivaled many foreign estates.
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Many old cimbing and rambling

roses still seen growing along fences are

varielies ot a cenlury ago,

Depression and War

When economic hardship feli on
Bethlehem during the Depression in the
1930s, Mayor Robert Peifie supervised
the acquisition of empty lots thoughout
the city; cooperation of home gardeners
was requested to contribute seeds which
resulted in 175 gardens created for those
to cultivate without monetary charge.

Known as “Depression Candens,”
hundreds of tons of vegetables were
grown, which enabled many struggling
families fresh vegetables for the table.

Peifle also launched a program to grow

and preserve fruits and vegetables which
created 10,000 processed and canned jars

to be distributed to needy families during

winter months.
As the US. entered WW1U in the 1940s,

working class Southsiders felt the effect of

gasoline and sugar rationing. “Victory

Gardens” sprouted everywhere, similar to

Fortuguese-bgr Carins Aha:
small archard of fruit trees and » grape arbor.
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during wartime yeaes.

Beyond those years, the need for
growing fresh fruils and vegetables had
rm its course, thongh many elderly
immigrants still retained the tradition of
planting and harvesting their oswn fruits
of labor.

A Loss of Favor

Post-WWII produce became easily
available at Southiside corner grocery
stores. Toward the end of the last century,
immigrant elders who had passed on
took vivid tecollections of their agrarian
homeland with them.

Some grandchildren, now seniors
themselves, weren't necessarily commit-
ted to toiling in the soil. They often lacked
experience of their grandparents who
simply loved workmg the earth.

This attitude was compounded by the
relocation of forthcoming generations
cager to leave the oid neighborhoods and
build their own homes elsewhere.

Other factors changing attitudes on
gardening were the infroduction of the
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refrigerator, the freezer; televisions ail
cqmputem;'educatipn and affluence.
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"My wrife
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Loaxe—1
clenn (he
garden.”
Portugnese
frmamixrand,
Josc Martins,
E. Sixth 5.

Homeowners whao reot their houses
find over-parked streels inadequale for
their tenants; tenants insist that the
owners provide parking Spaces neat the
homes they tent.

Owners have no alternative but to
yield to the needs of the tenant—so they
pave their side or backyards for a price.

That price changes tic scale, aesthetics
and batance of the property as various-
sized vehicles park against the homes,
amending the reighborhood’s original
character and tone.

Ethnic Gardens Revisiled

Discoverad in this garden odyssey
were surprising remnants of old
traditional ethnic gardens and many
reinventions.

Inspired by the philesophical
“wariations on a theme,” many
honieowness have embellished their

) with the quintessential m_!-)
vegetable garden—or have even crea
miniatute of Eden as places to
escape the ills and turmoil-of global
time and space.

Sonthsiders attain-garden knowledge
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cither through un minide betilage or by
gArden publications and 1 provravos,
Nurserios apd supermarkets offer ready-
W-plant flats e str-pascks for Ay mreen-
thumbed aficionade who hase't (e tiene
to grow them from send.

Whether a diminutive "pocket zas-
den” or “Victory Garden” on double
lot-—many saviy Southside homeowners
have opted net i “pave paradise and put
up a parking lot.”

instead they have discoverad thas
gardens rot only enrich their fives by
also those of their neighbors—

an idea practiced 2 contury ago b
immigrants who planted gardens, then
watched their community grow.

—Kep Ravriene
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