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They say “April showers bring May flowers,” and now that spring is here, people throughout the Garden State are going outside to do exactly that: garden.  However, there was a time when maintaining a small garden was more than just recreational or for neighborhood bragging rights: in the early 20th century, it was considered patriotic.  During the two World Wars, the government sponsored gardening programs while politicians campaigned for communities to produce food to help combat food shortages in Allied Europe.  
During WWI, as fighting escalated in France, Italy, Belgium and Great Britain, farms across Europe lay fallow as the men who previously farmed them were fighting the war.  The United States subsequently sought to supply food to our allies in Europe.  In a 1943 article in Economic Geography, economist W.I. Myers stated that during World War I, food exports rose to 17%; up from 6-8% during the pre-war years. 

The rising cost of fuel and the declining supply of food for America inspired a volunteer civic movement in the form of “War Gardens.”  What began as a grassroots movement later became a government response.  These kitchen gardens helped to protect the American consumer against escalating food prices by easing the burden on demand, and it allowed the United States government to purchase food at a lower price.  

The National War Garden Community soon formed and encouraged people of all income levels to participate. Author Montague Free, in War Gardens, reported that in 1917, Americans produced $350 million worth of crops in backyards, empty lots, and previously unused land.
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Posters such as these were used throughout WWII to encourage participation in Government-funded gardening programs.

While this custom lost favor in the inter-war years, kitchen gardens experienced a revival during World War II when the United States faced renewed demands for food aid to assist the European Allies.  As Axis forces were driven from countries, the aid list grew. Italy was seen as only the beginning of the trend when it left the Axis in 1943.  Rationing was a way to control the food crisis, but the Victory Garden program was seen as instrumental in maintaining people’s quality of life and alleviating pressure on the government and the individual.  
Home gardening reached a record high when canned foods joined the list of rationed items in March 1943.  According to Hans Platenius, author of Victory Garden Handbook, the Secretary of Agriculture implored Americans to increase the number of Victory Gardens to 18 million.  Four million new gardeners responded, causing a buyer's panic in the seed market.

Fort Monmouth also answered the government’s call with Victory Gardens.  GIs, officers, family members and civilian staff all joined in to produce food for the Fort’s consumption.  Neighbors from the Women’s Army Corps mess department and Company A, 15th Signal Training Regiment’s mess department bartered Victory Garden crops with each other, trading food over a fence.  The 15th reported Victory Gardening as one of its most popular extra-curricular activities.  Captain Roy J. Ferree, a horticulture instructor at Rutgers University, directed their efforts.  The 15th’s garden, started here in 1943, earned over $7,000 in 1944. 
Even the Italian “signees” (so called because they signed a pledge to work for the allied cause), joined in the Fort Monmouth Victory Garden effort and were credited with beautifying the Fort’s gardens with patriotic expressions.
A clip from “The Signal Corps Message,” shows Italian “signees” maintaining a patriotic Fort Monmouth Victory Garden.[image: image1.jpg]YOUR VICTORY GARDEN
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Widespread enthusiasm for kitchen gardening waned as the war drew to a close; canned goods were no longer rationed as of 1944, so the number of Victory Gardens decreased accordingly.  
America isn’t experiencing the food shortages and rationing of World War I and II, but there are still programs for people to grow produce at Fort Monmouth.  More than 100 military, DoD civilian, contractor and military retiree gardeners participate in the Outdoor Recreation gardening program every year, tending their vegetables and flowers on the main post.  The plots, which are located near building 918, are available from April – October.  For more information about the Gardening Program, contact Outdoor Recreation, (732) 532-2374, or Gear to Go, (732) 532-1588.
