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There isn’t much of Camden on the 
Camden waterfront, but what little 
there is can reliably be found at the 
Camden Children’s Garden. 

Amid the lineup of high-priced 
venues that now front the Delaware, the hor-
ticulture-themed playground stands out as a 
lone homegrown attraction. Camden residents 
built it. Camden residents use it. Camden teen-
agers learn work skills there. Designed by the 
noted architect Steve Izenour, the city land-
mark celebrates South Jersey in all its won-
drous variety: The billboard-style, corrugated-
steel entrance gate is a whimsical love note to 
the region’s truck gardens, seaside kitsch, and 
roadside signs. 

But if the Christie administration gets its way, 
that remaining scrap of authentic Camden will 
be bulldozed from sight. The nonprofit Chil-
dren’s Garden is being evicted, so that the valu-
able waterfront property can be freed up for what 
a state treasury department official describes as 
an “economic development initiative.” 

What that initiative is precisely, no one in 
Christie’s administration will say right now. 
Treasury spokesman William Quinn has refused 
to elaborate, but the plan already bears the hall-
marks of a government-sanctioned land grab. 

The presumed beneficiary 
is the corporate Goliath that 
runs the Adventure Aquarium 
next door, says garden direc-
tor Mike Devlin.

 The saga of the Children’s 
Garden could be the story of 
Camden in microcosm. While 
the state has poured millions 
into the private waterfront 
aquarium — at least $43 mil-
lion since 2005 — the educa-
tional nonprofit has struggled 

to keep its Izenour-designed entrance gate open.
 The aquarium, built by the state in 1992, 

and the garden were once partners that shared 
ticketing operations. Visitors to both attrac-
tions entered through the Izenour gate. But 

Not only is the garden a homegrown Camden gem, it’s significant  
architecture. The state is unaware of that.  
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T
he endangered Camden Children’s Gar-
den is one of only a handful of public
gardens in the United States dedicated
wholly to children.

“It has always been the one that oth-
ers looked to,” said Paul Redman, director of
Longwood Gardens in Kennett Square, which
has indoor and outdoor children’s gardens.

Virtually all botanical gardens are doing what
Longwood has done. They’re incorporating ar-
eas or features or programming for the younger
set because they recognize it’s critical to con-
nect kids to nature. (It’s also good for business.)

So the potential loss of most of the four acres
now being used by the Camden Children’s Gar-
den as growing space and “horticultural play-
ground” dismays many who believe in the value
of gardening in children’s lives. They view it not
just as a setback for Camden families, but also
as a repudiation of a national trend that has
been gathering momentum for two decades.

“There’s a lot of energy around children’s gar-
dens and gardening with children right now,”
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F ebruary, the most fleeting
month of the year, will offer
four sales featuring paper

ephemera, including auto-
graphs; historical and political
correspondence; postcards and
greeting cards; and a bird's-eye
view of Manhattan by Currier &
Ives.

The autographs, including
signed books and photographs
of theatrical figures, such as
Spencer Tracy in Army uniform,
will be included in Freeman’s
sale at 2 p.m. Feb. 12 of books

and manuscripts. The sale is be-
ing billed as a prelude to Free-
man’s much bigger sale on April
4 and 5, which will offer two ma-
jor collections.

One features works by meta-
physical and modern poets, in-
cluding a 1633 first edition of
John Donne’s poetry; the other
collection includes more than a
dozen lots of incunabulae, works
from the earliest days of print-
ing. Both could bring five-figure
prices.

The 250 lots in the Feb. 12 sale
are expected to bring much
more modest prices, according

to the online catalog now accessi-
ble at www.freemansauc-
tion.com. “It’s a great sale to in-
troduce buyers to auctions and
for young collectors,” Kerry-Lee
Jeffery, David Bloom’s associate
in Freeman’s books department,
said this week.

All but two of the lots have
presale estimates in the two-
and three-figure range, such as
the signed and inscribed Tracy
photo ($100 to $150). The two
lots that might go higher are
groupings of John J. Audubon
color prints from the 1971 Am-
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Paper ephemera of all kinds being offered in four sales

Freeman’s sale on Feb. 12 of books and manuscripts features two
lots of Audubon color prints from “Birds of America.”
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The garden’s kid-friendly tea set
at the 1999 opening. The statue
of Walt Whitman with a butterfly
is in the butterfly garden. Top, MATT

WARGO; right, ED HILLE / Staff Photographer

Architect Steve Izenour’s original entrance gate, billboard-style, of corrugated steel, is a love note to the region’s
truck gardens, seaside kitsch, and roadside signs. The “New Jersey” and “Aquarium” signage have been removed
from the garden site. The nonprofit is being evicted for an “economic development initiative.” TIMOTHY P. KEARNEY

Veggie seedlings ready for spring planting. Every year 120
Camden community gardens get seeds and plants grown at the
Children’s Garden, along with fertilizer, fencing, compost, wood
chips, and advice. ED HILLE / Staff Photographer

Sunflower and shark: The waterfront aquarium and the Children’s Garden
were once partners. After the aquarium was privatized in 2002, the new
operators created an entrance that bypassed the garden, cutting off a
sizable portion of its revenue. State funding to the garden ended in 2010.
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The loss of Camden Children’s
Garden would be both a

stunning blow to kids and the
spurning of a national trend.
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after the aquarium 
was privatized in 
2002, the new oper-
ators created an en-
trance that bypassed 
the garden, cutting 
off a sizable por-
tion of its revenue. 
Then, in 2010 Gov. 
Christie eliminated 
its state funding.

 Partly as a result 
of the lost revenue, 
many of the original 
garden exhibits that 
Izenour created, like 
the wacky treehouse 
and checkerboard 
picnic area, are start-
ing to show their 
age. Izenour, who 
coauthored the 1972 landmark treatise Learning 
From Las Vegas with Robert Venturi and De-
nise Scott Brown, favored the cheap and acces-
sible in architecture over the high-end stuff. Of 
course, it’s the garden that is now being blamed 
for the effects of years of disinvestment. 

In a Jan. 14 ultimatum from the state, Dev-
lin was told to remove all “property” from the 
garden’s fouracre site by March 31. If he agrees 
to the state’s terms, the letter continued, the 
garden will be allowed to continue operating, 
though on a limited scale, pushed back from 
the water to the area where its greenhouses now 
stand — a plot of land amounting to less than a 
single acre. 

It’s not much of a deal, and Devlin says the 
garden may challenge the eviction in court. A 
Children’s Garden without children’s attrac-
tions just isn’t the same draw. Beyond that, re-
moving the “property” would mean tearing up 
Izenour’s entire design. 

The ensemble, which he created with Timo-
thy P. Kearney while working at Venturi Scott 
Brown&Associates, may be one of the fullest 
expressions of the firm’s populist aesthetic. 
Even more than VSBA’s namesakes, Izenour 
fell in love with America’s exuberant jumble 
of roadside architecture — the cartoon colors, 
the come-hither signage, the oversized depic-
tion of everyday objects — during the writing 
of Learning From Las Vegas. 

He incorporated some of those elements 
when he designed the treehouse exhibit at the 
Philadelphia Zoo in the mid-’80s, but it was 
the garden commission in New Jersey that gave 
him the perfect platform for his highly graph-
ic vernacular style. Izenour packed the garden 
with Alice-in-Wonderland shifts in scale, like 
giant teacups, that kids loved. As it turned out, 
notes VSBA’s Daniel Mc- Coubrey, the project 
was Izenour’s last major undertaking. He died 
in 2001. 

Quinn, the state spokesman, was surprised to 
be told in an interview that the Children’sGarden 
is a significant work of architecture as well as 
an important Camden institution. 

Such ignorance about New Jersey’s cultural 
legacy is troubling. Only last August, the trea-
sury department, which oversees the state’s real 
estate holdings, announced its intention to raze 
a Trenton plaza designed by the awardwinning 
sculptor Athena Tacha. In that case, too, the 
agency was unaware of the project’s rich back-
story. The plaza was saved only after Christie 
personally intervened. 

It should be pointed out that the importance 
of the Children’s Garden goes beyond Izenour’s 
imaginative contributions. The idea for an ed-
ucational garden for children was conceived 
in the late 1990s by the Camden City Garden 
Club, founded by Devlin and his wife, Valer-
ie Frick. After the club surprised everyone by 
taking a first prize at the Philadelphia Flower 
Show, Devlin and Frick were able to raise $8 
million to open the garden in 1999. 

Over the years, city residents enriched the at-
traction by building their own exhibits. Many 
displays started out as designs for the Flower 
Show. The best were accorded a permanent 
home in the garden, a source of pride for the 
Camden residents who built them. 

A few years ago, the Philadelphia Eagles 
Youth Partnership helped build one of the gar-
den’s most popular attractions, the Butterfly 
House. You can visit the Facebook page “Save 
Camden Childen’s Garden” to read the testimo-
nials from teenagers whose lives were turned 
around by the experience of digging in soil and 
working with plants. 

For years, state officials have claimed that 
developing Camden’s waterfront was the key to 
reviving the beleaguered city. More and more, 
though, the development has come to seem like 
an end in itself. 

Our waterfronts are public places that exist 
for more than business undertakings. Surely 
there is room on the Delaware for a small civ-
ic enterprise like the Children’s Garden to put 
down roots. 

Contact Inga Saffron at ingasaffron@gmail.com, 215-854-
2213 and on Twitter @ingasaffron.  

A giant bug made of car parts and rebar in the Picnic Garden. Partly as a result of lost revenue, 
many original exhibits the Steve Izenour created are showing their age. ED HILLE / Staff Photographer


