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Next time you’re in New York City,
look up onto the closest rooftop and
you might just find a farm. The city of
skyscrapers is proving that farming
is possible in an urban setting despite
a lack of arable land.
The Randall’s Island Urban Farm was
created with the goal of improving the
nutrition and health of city residents.
The farm is situated on an island
in-between the Bronx and Manhattan,
where many local children have never
set foot on a farm, much less seen a
vegetable coming out of the ground.
Since its founding, the farm has served
countless visitors, educating them
about the importance of good nutrition.
Hands-on classes give children the
chance to grow the produce they see in
grocery stores. “Most kids have no idea
that those things underground are actu-
ally carrots,” explained Phyllis Odessey,
the Director of Horticulture at the farm.
Because the Randall’s Island Urban
Farm has ample space, it can grow a
variety of crops. Last year, farm man-
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Farming Fever in

New York

1. Recently harvested vegetables

2, 3. The Randall’s Island Urban Farm
in summertime
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ager Nick Storrs decided to plant rice—
which is not typically grown in the re-
gion—in specially constructed paddies.
The success of the rice paddies sur-
prised even regional farmers and
opened up the possibilities of what can
be grown in urban farms.

Creating an urban farm can be tricky
due to skeptical landlords and finicky
weather patterns, according to farmer
Jordan Hall, founder of Tenth Acre
Farms in Brooklyn. Moreover, 200 years
worth of buried rubble can be a major
hurdle to development, and soil quality
must be thoroughly tested for contami-
nants. Jordan uses espresso grounds
and husks from a local café and choco-
latier as an inexpensive way to boost
the quality of his crops. Hall said that
once the farm was up and running,
“there was a sense of pride in our
neighbors; they [realized] they could
help expand our vision and combat the
growing frustration of food supply
through patronizing our farm.” One of
the best payoffs was that his farm

“excited hundreds of nascent gardeners
and inspired them to experiment in their
own back yards and balconies.” The im-
pact that urban farms are having on
their communities can only be de-
scribed as viral. As more New Yorkers
are exposed to fresh, locally grown pro-
duce, their demand grows exponentially.

In an attempt to shorten the dis-
tance between farm and table, restau-
rants are also getting into the urban
farming game. Chefs committed to serv-
ing the freshest food possible have fig-
ured out a way to utilize their limited
space by turning barren rooftops into
lush farms.

Bell, Book & Candle, located in
Manhattan’s West Village neighborhood,
have created their own Aeroponic Tower
Gardens on their building’s rooftop.
Here, the fresh vegetables and herbs
harvested are incorporated into a sea-
sonal rotation of dishes and cocktails.

THE LCL: Bar & Kitchen is perched
384 feet above Manhattan, on the roof-
top of the Westin Hotel. Executive Chef
(and Chief Gardener) Brian Wieler said of
the farm, “You can’t get any more local
than this. Our plantings become menu
ingredients just hours after we pick
crops from our rooftop garden and then
plate the ingredients in our kitchen.”

You don’t have to set foot on an
urban farm to appreciate the fresh
ingredients and sense of community
that come from them. @

Marie Tae McDermott is a writer based in
New York City.
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Courtesy of Randall’s Island Urban Farm
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