Universiteit

U Leiden
The Netherlands

Digging into soil, the senses, and society in Utrecht
Walstra, V.; Edwards, F; Gerritsen R; Wesser, G.

Citation

Walstra, V. (2021). Digging into soil, the senses, and society in Utrecht. In F. Edwards & G.
Wesser (Eds.), Routledge Studies in Food, Society and the Environment (pp. 29-39).
London: Routledge. d0i:10.4324/9781003025580

Version: Publisher's Version
License: Licensed under Article 25fa Copyright Act/Law (Amendment Taverne)
Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3221278

Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).


https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:4
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3221278

2 Digging into soil, the senses,
and society in Utrecht

Vincent Walstra

It is a sight that summons questions and joy: a hen wallowing in a hole of dirt.
Do chickens do this? It seems more like a pig’s habit. But the hen enjoys it, and
so it makes me smile. I have seen videos of big machines shovelling hundreds
of chickens around in overcrowded barns of factory farms. This hen, however,
will see no such future for it is walking and playing in the urban garden ‘Kon-
ingshof” in Utrecht, the Netherlands. Together with her fellow chickens, she
shares a chicken coop, and because the coop is always open, her terrain includes
the entire farm. The eggs they lay are eaten by Koningshof’s gardeners, but the
chickens need not worry about being fattened and butchered, as they are living
here. I recognise myself in the hen’s lightheartedness for it reflects the soothing
ambience at Koningshof. Both the hen and I enjoy a spacious environment
here, where we dwell each at our own pace. Koningshof offers the hen an
environment where she can enjoy sensuous experiences like wallowing in dirt,
instead of commodifying the chicken as a machine for producing eggs and
meat. Gardeners at Koningshof experience the same. They, too, engage in sen-
suous interactions with plants, birds, insects, soil, people, and themselves. Why
do we see urban agriculture appear, not only in Utrecht, but globally? Why, in
a society where preparing food can be cost- and time-efficient, do people pre-
fer to engage with this slow process of food production in their own gardens?
This chapter aims to show how urban gardens in Utrecht enhance the senso-
rial instead of economic qualities of food. I will argue that the industrial food
system, which is built on a rational and economic approach to food and nature,
lacks appreciation of sensorial experiences beyond consumption, and hence,
the trend of people turning to what I call ‘holistic gardening’ reveals a societal
desire to reconnect with nature and food through the senses. This chapter is
based on three months of fieldwork in 2017 with various urban agriculture
initiatives in Utrecht, the Netherlands, followed by a year of participation at
the Koningshof garden in 2018. My aim in this chapter is to contrast modern
standards of food procurement in the Dutch urban environment with new
forms of engaging with food and nature. Therefore, besides using qualitative
methods of participant observation and interviews to understand the socio-
cultural phenomenon of urban gardening, I apply autoethnographic elements
to deepen the understanding of the societal impact of gardening on urban
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dwellers. Having been born and bred in the Dutch urban environment, my
personal introduction to the ecology of food production proved to be a valu-
able experience in understanding the societal impact of encounters between
the modern urban dweller and holistic agricultural activities.

In the first part of this chapter, [ will contextualise the meaning of urban
agriculture in Utrecht by giving a historical overview of the meaning behind
both urban and agriculture and the roots of the Koningshof urban garden. In the
second section, I will explain how urban gardens confront urbanites with the
limited nature of their mainstream worldviews. Thirdly, I aim to show how
sensorial engagements within the garden environment enables urbanites to
reconsider conventional worldviews by taking on personal experiential knowl-
edge. Finally, I will bring all this together by theorising the societal impact of
urban agriculture through its physical presence in the urban landscape.

Towards ‘modernity’ in urban and agriculture
from the urban landscape can partly be allo-
cated to technological developments enabling mass production and the domi-
nation of a capitalist ideology of accumulation, transforming non-urban areas
to spaces for agro-industrial production (Harvey 1978; Barthel ef al. 2015).
The shaping of this landscape traces back to the age of Enlightenment that laid
the foundations for what we now call modernity. During the Enlightenment
and onwards into modernity, Western civilisation developed an ontology in
which nature was mastered by humans, passion by reason, and the body by the
mind (Harvey 1989). This utilitarian approach to human and natural resources
caused a subjection of the physical to the hegemonic idea of growth (Tsing
2013). The growing dominance of the capitalist market accompanied by strate-
gies of commodification and commercialisation in the twentieth century accel-
erated this process of modernisation. In time, everyday life became subject to
constant processes of commodification and the economic valuing of resources
and practices, reducing all life to a ‘logic of capital’ (Rigi 2007: 56).

Since the Industrial Revolution, city populations boomed globally (Smart
and Smart 2003), the number of people living in urban areas today exceeding
the amount of people in pon-urban areas. Michael Harde and Antonio Negri
(2000) explain how industrialisation triggered mass migrations towards facto-
ries or harbours as areas of labour concentration, from which many cities grew
or emerged. Interestingly, factory work has, for the most part, been outsourced
from Western cities to other countries and continents in the twenty-first cen-
tury (Ong 2006), whilst the urban population in the West keeps on growing.
Hardt and Negri (2000) argue that physical labour has become decentred, with
the urban space increasingly dominated by a network economy focused on
social interaction and characterised by the displacement of production. They
explain that where the process of industrialisation resulted in a homogenisa-

tion of physical labour along conveyor belts, the shift towards an information
society is characterised by the increase of desk jobs behind a computer or at

The separation of food production
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The farm lay fallow until 2012, when hi
friends who met during their study of landscape architecture, decided that
this land and its identity needed to be revived. They started the foundation
Koningshof (‘Kingsyard’, referring to the street it is located on, called Koning-
stveg), aimed at reconnecting the area, local citizens, and anyone interested in
the historical identity of the farm, the food, and the region. Their goal was to
raise awareness of the unsustainability of the ‘modern’ food system and to edu-
cate people about the meaning of and engagement with natural resources like
plants, insects, animals, and the elements. Hardly 30 years ago, growing local
food proved to be unfeasible in a globalised food system, but nowadays, there is
a waiting list for citizens who want to pay to grow food themselves. What has
changed? In the next section, [ focus on Koningshof as a place where urbanites
are confronted with a lack of gardening skills and become skilled in gardening
At the same time. I focus on this transition in particular because it is the prin-
cipal purpose of Koningshof and puts urban gardening within a wider societal
spectrum as opposing modern conventionalities. T will demonstrate the societal
value of the Koningshof in breaking through urban and rural, and human and

nature, dichotomies.

s son Robert, together with four

Beyond dichotomies: holistic gardening

On a Saturday morning, I leave my home near Utrecht’s central station to cycle
to Koningshof. A ten-minute ride brings me to the city’s edge where I park
my bike next to the farmer’s house and walk towards my garden plot. Passing
by the fruit orchard and picnic area, 1 greet Roeland and Robert, who are
standing outside making quiches with freshly picked vegetables for lunch, and
Akke, who is in the kitchen inside the greenhouse. Two of my fellow garden-
ers have already started weeding and hoeing the legumes section of our private
50-square-metre garden, which we have divided into six sections to maintain
an organic crop rotation system. As has become our habit, we proudly observe
that our sunflower has now grown over a metre tall, even though Matthias
accidentally planted it too early in the season. “That won't last’, Jos had assured
us. Since then it has become Matthias’s and our project and pride. Although we
are proud that our sunflower survived our early enthusiastic mistakes, we take
Jos’s advice to heart. Most Saturdays at the garden involve a chat with Jos, ask-
ing for his opinion about our garden, often resulting in a critical analysis of our
and others’ gardening habits. ‘T see people drown plants in water, whilst you
should tease them; otherwise they get lazy’, Jos explains to us. ‘If a plant feels
it is dying, it will think of reproduction to maintain its existence. So what do
you think will happen? It gets energetic to produce an offspring, which serves
us with the parts we want to eat’. Once again, [ am astounded by the logic
gardening entails. “Why do you think a carrot grows large? It searches for water
deeper in the ground. If you keep the soil moist at the surface, do you think
it will have to dig deep to get water?’ The logic of plants is so obvious — one
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egocentric idea of resource extraction is substituted for a holistic understanding

of giving and taking between human and nature.
The lack of such a holistic view in contemporary society is demonstrated
when Robert quotes a child saying: ‘] won’t eat that; it was laying on the

ground!” On Saturdays, Koningshof is open to visitors to buy food from the
garden inside the greenhouse, maintained by the Koningshof initiators. It serves
gh the garden and greenhouse and

the purpose of letting people walk throu
harvest their own products as opposed to shopping from supermarket shelves.
By doing so, people get a sense of where the food comes from, how it grows,

and who farms it. Hence, through awareness, Koningshof aims to educate peo-
ple about processes that precede the end products we consume. This quote
{llustrates the relevance of this engaged shopping as an educational process,
especially for younger generations, for this is the response of a child shopping
at Koningshof after he realises the lettuce he and his mother harvested will later
be served to him at dinner. The encounter confronts the child with the reality
of lettuce being a plant, instead of a ready-made product on the supermarket
shelf, By facilitating this confrontation, Koningshof contributes to understand-
ing human-nonhuman relationships that relate to food consumption.

In the previous paragraph, I explained how the period of Enlightenment laid
the foundations for the modernist interpretation of humans dominating nature.
This ontology is built on dichotomies between humans and the world, which,
according to Ingold (1993), are unjustified imaginations of reality. This section
demonstrated how urban gardens in Utrecht are interacting with the broader
nonhuman environment, providing experiences that break through human-
nonhuman dichotomies. In the next section, 1 clarify how holistic gardening
is induced by sensorial experiences, integrating the social and ecological and

synergising body and mind.

Appreciating sensorial experiences

h about plants, but I learn more here than I could have ever

I don’t know that muc

learned from any book.
Martine, urban gardener in Utrecht

Using the theory of social innovation, Jean Hillier (2013) claims that people
respond where societal structures fall short to fulfill essential human needs. In
other words, innovations are responses to societal lacks, which can be traced
back to a meshwork of tacit dynamics in society. I argue that the appearance
of urban agriculture in the Netherlands is a res
economic efficiency over sense in experien

the English language, ‘sense’ re
It stresses the synthesis of the body and the
Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret M. Lock (19

ideology dominating Western socie

ponse to the dominance of
cing the everyday. Interestingly, in
fors both to embodied perception and reason.
mind in sensorial experiences.
87) argue that the capitalist
ty has alienated the rational mind from the

Digging into soil, the senses, society 35
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as ‘going back to the basis of being human’. Besides experiencing taste, physical
interaction with the soil often recurs as 2 sensorial experience that urbanites
appreciate about gardening. One of the Koningshof gardeners, reflecting on
her occupation as civil servant, distinguishes between “abstract’ work behind a
desk and working in ‘the physical world’. Chuckling, she adds: ‘T like to stand
in the clay, literally. I enjoy getting dirty’. In contrast to her work behind a
Japtop at a desk, the touching of the soil is experienced as more real because
of its physical component. The same goes for experiencing the sound of buzz-
ing bees, which does not cause panic and swinging limbs aiming to kill the
insects, but rather the opposite: “They amaze me, they form an essential part
of this garden’, one of the garden coordinators proclaims when he shows me
the gardens’ bechives, which house tens of thousands of bees. Similarly, heaps
of manure do not raise ugly faces and complaints about stench but instead are
spread over the field with care and appreciated for their crucial function as
fertiliser. Dirty hands, buzzing insects, nasty smells — they do not belong in the
modern urban environment. However, for urban gardeners, they comprise a
healthy and desirable environment that modern society has failed to offer them.
The Koningshof initiative offers a place where people learn by doing. The
embodied practice in a personal garden enables the gardeners to engage with
the process of gardening and develop skills. At the same time, the farm’s com-
munity, both the initiators and fellow gardeners, share knowledge and practice
and hence teach and learn together. In her conceptualisation of enskilment,
Cristina Grasseni (2007) uses both an embodied and a social dimension to
explain its meaning. Enskilment is embodied in ‘material and social learning
experiences’ (Grasseni 2007: 11), whilst the social dimension of apprenticeship
gives practices and experiences a contextual meaning. The integration of both
body and mind into skilled practice is emphasised by Ingold, who says that
‘skilled practice entails the working of a mind that, as it overflows into body
and environment, is endlessly creative’ (2018: 159). This process of acquiring
knowledge through enskilment is well described in Gisli Palsson’s (1 994) eth-
nography on Icelandic fishers. He explains how body and mind interact in the
skill to read the landscape and ‘see’ (Palsson 1994: 910) the fish, something Ice-
landic skippers have learned both through practical engagement with the envi-
ronment and by working as apprentices with an experienced skipper. Urban
gardening in Utrecht encompasses a similar process of enskilment through per-
sonal engagement with plants, soil, materials, and elements, whilst farming
experience is transferred between people in apprentice-teacher relationships.
For the Jongerius farm, the industrialisation of the food system meant the
end of generations of family horticulture. But the place has been revived, albeit
in a different form. David Sutton (2001) in his ‘anthropology of food’ dis-
cusses the contemporary deskilment in society when it comes to food-related
practices. With technology increasingly replacing human practice, bodily and
- cognitive skills are being Jost. Opposed to cooking with machines like blenders
or microwaves is the cooking of food with feeling. In line with examples given
by Sutton showing how a ‘disdain for technology here goes with a disdain for

r
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)

I conclude by arguing that urb i i i
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Urban agriculture: reinventing food practices

The green ili i
g and tranquility work therapeutically, they create an oasis in the desert

Rashid, urban gardener in Utrecht
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medieval cathedral and parts of the city wall trace back to the beginning of its

urban formation. There are typical tiny houses and areas from the nineteenth

century, whilst at the same time, entire neighbourhoods of concrete apart-

ment buildings from the 1960s shape the surrounding urban areas. Nowadays
in the central station area, shining high-rise office buildings are being built by
the dozen. Each of these architectural developments signifies societal transfor-
mations. For Rashid, quoted at the beginning of the conclusion, the ‘desert’
consists of the tall, concrete, and dense structure of the city, combined with a
demanding and rushed atmosphere. In contrast, the garden serves as an ‘oasis’,
ardening works ‘therapeutically’, generating a sense
within the physical environ-

f urban gardens in Utrecht,
which now have carved themselves into the urban canvas as sensorial alterna-

tive environments, signifying yet another movement in contemporary societal

transformations.

A converse environment. G
of mindfulness and place by engaging oneself
ment. This experience symbolises a key function o
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