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MICHELINE NILSEN, The Working Man’s Green Space: Allotment 
Gardens in England, France, and Germany, 1870–1919 (Charlottesville, 
Va.: University of Virginia Press, 2014), xiv + 232 pp. ISBN 978 0 8139 
3508 9. US $ 39.50

In current speculations about the city of the future, urban gardening
is an important issue. Illustrations of these visions resemble a cross
between Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and the Hanging Gardens of Baby -
lon: tall buildings overrun by vegetation, crops on every balcony,
window ledge, and rooftop. Today the most common and, in terms
of surface area, most important form of urban gardening is still the
allotment garden, which in recent years has witnessed something of
a revival. Though some authors, such as Caroline Foley in Of Cab -
bages and Kings,1 trace this form of small-scale agriculture back to
medieval and early modern predecessors, allotments truly flourished
in the industrializing cities of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. This is exactly the period Micheline Nilsen, Associate Pro -
fessor of Art History at Indiana University, covers in her book The
Working Man’s Green Space: Allotment Gardens in England, France, and
Germany, 1870–1919.
The first chapter defines what an allotment garden is and lists dif-

ferences and commonalities in the three countries under investiga-
tion. The wealth of different names—statutory, temporary, and pri-
vate allotments in England; Jardin ouvrier, Jardin industriel, or Jardin
familial in France; Kleingarten, Schrebergarten, or Laubenkolonie in Ger -
many—indicates different regional manifestations and origins.
Nilsen is able to lump them together because they all share a com-
mon denominator: these gardens are ‘usually of small size, not
attached to a dwelling, they are cultivated by their tenant and family
for individual consumption’ (p. 2). Once this premise is established,
the three subsequent chapters trace the development of allotments in
the three countries by focusing largely on law and politics. 
In England allotments were associated with access to landowner-

ship. The first allotments were established in the countryside as a
reaction to the enclosure of common land. Enclosures deprived the
rural population of the ‘waste’ lands that for centuries had con-

1 Caroline Foley, Of Cabbages and Kings: The History of Allotments (London,
2014).



Book Reviews

68

tributed to their subsistence. Following the Swing Riots in the 1830s
allotments were seen as a means to counter social unrest. This idea
became even more prominent following the gradual extension of
male suffrage. Men who owned a patch of land, however small, were
believed to hold a stake in the nation and therefore to be immune to
socialism. According to Nilsen, ‘allotments had become a national
political concern’ (p. 31) by the 1870s, an assessment borne out by the
number of allotment acts passed during the following decades. By
that time allotments were no longer a rural but an urban phenome-
non.
German allotments were located outside cities from the start,

especially in the densely populated industrial regions of Berlin and
the Ruhr. The owners of large industrial companies founded allot-
ments in order to placate their workforce. This may also have been a
reason why the leaders of the SPD rejected allotments: sowing, weed-
ing, and harvesting were seen as mere distractions from political
engagement. At the same time, however, ‘the milieu of the Lauben -
kolonien and Kleingärten had a social democratic leaning’ (p. 84). But
that was Germany. In France, where allotments became established
even later, towards the end of the nineteenth century, the movement
had strong conservative and Catholic leanings. Indeed, most of the
first Jardins ouvriers were founded either by priests or by people
closely affiliated with the Catholic Church.
In terms of numbers, allotments were clearly more important, or

at least more numerous, in England than in the other two countries.
Before the outbreak of the First World War, there were about half a
million allotment plots in England but not even 40,000 in Germany
and fewer than 18,000 in France. However, as Nilsen does not com-
pare these developments directly, it is not entirely clear why this was
the case. Explanations could include Englands’s earlier start, its high-
er degree of urbanization and industrialization, the existence of allot-
ments in the countryside as well as around cities, or other factors.
As Nilsen is an art historian it comes as no surprise that she

devotes an entire chapter to the aesthetics of allotment gardens,
which she places in the context of an ‘aesthetics of the everyday’ (p.
128). Even though allotments were primarily utilitarian, the laying
out of plots and the arrangement of flowerbeds, for instance, were
aesthetic practices. It was here more than anywhere else that, accord-
ing to Nilsen, members of the working classes were able to cultivate
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their ‘own vernacular visual language’ (p. 147). This chapter is also
the one in which Nilsen gets closest to a social history or Alltags -
geschichte of allotments. However, this aspect remains largely under-
explored in Nilsen’s book and she seems to think so too. At any rate
she regrets the ‘scarcity of voices that relate the experience of being
an allotment holder’ (p. 129). We have to take her word for it, of
course, but it is hard to believe there are not more sources to shed
light on this.
Nilsen also makes surprisingly little use of the illustrations

included in her book. Particularly interesting are the photographs of
the allotment site Ost-Elbien in Berlin, which show bearded men and
austerely dressed women having coffee and playing cards. Clearly
being a member of an allotment association meant much more than
tending to the soil. At least in Berlin, allotments seem to have been an
integral part of working-class socializing. Yet how working class the
Kleingärtnerwere also remains an open question. Some of the pictures
suggest they were lower middle class rather than working class.
Another aspect that could have been covered in more detail is that

of transnational contacts and exchanges. The First International
Congress of the Jardins ouvriersmet in Paris in 1903. In 1926 the Office
international des fédérations des jardins ouvriers, the International
Association of Workers’ Gardens, which still exists to this day, held
its first congress in Luxemburg. However, we learn little about how
and by whom these international encounters were organized, what
questions were discussed, and whether they facilitated cultural
exchanges.
Nilsen’s conclusion brings the story up to the present: as during

the First World War, the Second World War led to an increase in the
number of allotments in order to supplement the food supply. In the
age of affluence after the war, vegetables became so cheap that allot-
ments lost their original purpose. In the 1960s their image was poor
and some fell into disrepair or were turned into building sites. By the
mid 1970s, with an increase in leisure time, earlier retirement, rising
unemployment and vegetable prices, as well as greater environmen-
tal awareness, people looking for an allotment had to put their names
on a waiting list. In the meantime, the function of allotments had rad-
ically altered: ‘gardens and allotments became outdoor living spaces
rather than productive acreage’ (p. 158). And that is still the situation
today.
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The Working Man’s Green Space gives a concise overview of the his-
tory of allotments in England, Germany, and France in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. While rich on politics, organi-
zation, and discourse, the book is not the social history some readers
may expect from the title. Nor is the comparison fully realized, as the
book examines England, France, and Germany separately, leaving
readers to search for similarities, differences, and overarching themes
on their own. Whether allotments are a relic of a bygone age or a
model for the sustainable city of the future remains to be seen. Given
recent developments, however, this story seems far from over.
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