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Matt Morris, Common Ground: Garden Histories of Aotearoa (Dunedin: Otago 
University Press, 2020), 284pp. Paperback. NZ$45. ISBN: 978-1-9885-9257-2. 
 
What a joy Common Ground is to read. Matt Morris writes with sincere affection for his 
subject and shows how important gardening has been ever since the arrival of humans 
in Aotearoa New Zealand. It is not a gentle history—Morris is attuned to the role of 
gardens in colonisation and environmental change—yet even as he confronts weighty 
issues this book remains a delight. It focuses on what Morris defines as ‘common’ 
gardens (p. 16)—home gardens and community gardening—rather than commercial 
or public gardens. 

This is a personal history of who gardens, how, and the effects of gardening on 
people and environment alike. Morris touches lightly on Chinese market gardens 
because they already possess a strong body of literature, and public gardens make 
only fleeting appearances, such as private Dunedin gardeners of the 1920s supplying 
flowers to New Zealand Railways (p. 85). Morris is also cautious in referring to prize-
winning private gardens: ‘these gardens simply aren’t ordinary’ (p. 109). His research 
ranges widely, including reading prize reports against the grain to identify how much 
they reflected or influenced wider gardening fashions. The book is well produced and 
illustrated, as Otago University Press publications typically are. 
 Common Ground opens with an engaging prologue about ‘overgrown 
Christchurch’, the author’s encounter with residential gardens in the public exclusion 
‘red zone’ after the 2011 earthquake. A brief introduction leads to eight chapters, which 
follow a roughly chronological structure. There is also a thematic component, 
especially for the first half of the twentieth century, where multiple chapters overlap in 
their timeframes. 

The first chapter describes Māori gardening from the earliest plantings to the 
extensive cultivation at European contact. Morris does not use this as a mere prequel 
to a Pākehā story. He explains why it suited the settler agenda for Pākehā writers in 
the mid-nineteenth century to be increasingly critical of Māori gardening and that ‘by 
1900, in the popular imagination, Māori gardens might never have existed’ (pp. 49–
50). Throughout Common Ground Morris returns to Māori gardening to show how it 
survived, endured, and evolved. One subsection of chapter 4, for instance, shows that 
early twentieth-century Pākehā writers were quite wrong to describe Māori gardening 
in the past tense. 

Chapters 2–4 chart the shift from gardening for sustenance in the colonial 
period to the decorative gardens and ‘City Beautiful’ movement in the early twentieth 
century. Fruits and vegetables gave way to rockeries and flower shows, with Morris 
always careful to distinguish what was popular with judges from what was planted 
widely by regular gardeners. For many in the working class, gardens remained a useful 
source of food. Chapter 4 will particularly interest environmental historians, as Morris 
examines the tension during the interwar years between fashions for native plants 
(which meant extensive collection of samples in the wild) and increasing concerns for 
the degradation of wilderness areas.  

Chapters 5–8 bring the book to the present. Chapter 5 highlights that home 
gardens became all the more essential to food supply during the Depression, but, 
interestingly, were less prominent during World War II. Perhaps most striking to this 
reviewer was the controversy over composting in chapters 5–6, a good example of a 
practice now so commonplace that younger readers might be surprised it was 
contested at all. Chapter 6 focuses on the use of toxins, written with a good sensibility 
for what people knew or did not know about the risks associated with such products. 
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From the 1960s, social and economic pressures caused a decline in gardening. 
Chapter 7 explains why and develops a positive narrative about recent initiatives to 
encourage re-engagement with gardening and the transmission of skills. The final 
chapter, aptly titled ‘Dreams’, looks to a future of ‘edible garden cities’ and greater food 
sovereignty. This is a participatory vision of community orchards, productive gardens 
replacing lawns, and food beds and nut trees filling empty frontages. 

If I have one criticism, it is that Common Ground could more rigorously discuss 
how gardening relates to, and is affected by, Aotearoa New Zealand’s current housing 
market and associated debates about urban density. Rapidly increasing inequality and 
barriers to homeownership are limiting who can buy a home and cultivate a garden. 
Community initiatives are an incomplete answer to a structural lack of access. Without 
the security of ownership, many people in ‘Generation Rent’ are less willing to maintain 
gardens for myriad reasons even if they desire one. 

The final chapters would have also benefitted from reflections on balcony and 
indoor gardens, and the varied ways people satisfy desires to garden in higher-density 
areas. Morris refers to ‘the problem of urban intensification’ (p. 178, emphasis added): 
densification sometimes appears as an antithesis to or destroyer of gardens. Aotearoa 
New Zealand’s sprawling suburbia is inefficient and unsustainable for reasons too 
numerous to list, and climate change requires densification. This should incorporate 
gardens and other green spaces on private property as well as public spaces. I have 
lived in apartments my whole adult life, and, although a poor gardener, I take pleasure 
in flowers, succulents, herbs, and vegetables on my balcony. Chapter 8 mentions 
urban garden possibilities, but the conclusions would have been enriched by more 
fully teasing out how ‘ordinary’ gardening can improve dense neighbourhoods 
aesthetically, enhance apartment living, and mitigate the effects of urban heat islands. 

Few people will read this book without thinking of gardens and gardeners in 
their life. I associate few things more strongly with my paternal grandparents than their 
garden in Masterton: the jams my grandmother made from her berry patch and my 
grandfather’s prize-winning chrysanthemums. No doubt Morris has heard similar 
anecdotes regularly: this is the sort of topic where everyone the author meets probably 
shares their recollections. The final product includes many personal stories, Māori and 
Pākehā, from city to country. Common Ground is one of those happy delights that not 
only gives the reader a more rounded, critical perspective on a topic, but also evokes 
cherished memories and favourite spaces. 
 
André Brett, Curtin University 


