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For Immediate Release–West Springfield, Mass.  

September 10, 2026 

THE BIG E UNVEILS “GROW WITH US” URBAN GARDEN EXPANSION WITH LOCAL 4-H CLUBS 

Agriculture and education are priorities written into the guiding principles of Eastern States Exposition 
(ESE), proud event presenter of The Big E. Last year, the Fair unveiled Harvesting Change: Urban Farming 
in New England at Farm-A-Rama. In 2026, a collaborative projected title “Grow with Us” partners with 
local 4-H clubs This ‘N’ That of Southwick, Mass., and the Chicopee Challengers of Chicopee, Mass., to 
expand the exhibit and provide learning opportunities for the students involved. 

The leaders of the This ‘N’ That club are Janet and Randy Brown and Sarah Bonini. Jean Pao Wilson 
heads the Chicopee Challengers. All four leaders were approached by ESE in the spring and presented 
with a blueprint for an addition on the preexisting layout of the urban garden at the Fair. They were 
asked to work with their 4-Hers to devise an innovative way to plant new crops that would make use of 
recycled objects and maximize square footage. 

Bonini is a third-generation 4-Her herself. She used to show her projects at The Big E, and she considered 
exhibiting a privilege and was proud to represent her state. Now, she is a parent to a son who is a 
member of the This ‘N’ That club and she is a Massachusetts 4-H Foundation Trustee. You can often find 
her working at the 4-H Milk Booth positioned in front of the Mallary Complex during The Big E, raising 
money to support young agriculturists. 

“Because we are the ‘This ‘N’ That’ 4-H club, our youth do a little bit of this and a little bit of that,” Bonini 
explained with a laugh. “For example, some of our youth are creating their own quilts and building those 
throughout the year, and they’ll be showing those at the New England Center during the Fair. My son has 
just created his first quilt, and he is really excited to have that on display.” 

Bonini stated that the urban garden project has presented the children in her 4-H club with tangible 
rewards for their labor. She expressed her gratitude to ESE for thinking to give this space to their 
students. 

“Eastern States Exposition has been a great partner to the 4-H community right here, in Hampden 
County,” said Bonini. “Our youth are able to exhibit all the projects that they create year-round 
throughout the fairs, both The Big E in September and the Hampden County 4-H and Youth Fair hosted 
on the ESE fairgrounds annually in July. 

“The Hampden County 4-H & Youth Fair allows children to present their projects—from STEM to 
technology to woodworking to vegetables they’ve raised to livestock and their dogs, as well,” Bonini 
shared. “It’s a great opportunity for the children to come together, and it is open to the public.” 



 

She added that community service is a large part of the wider mission of 4-H, and youth that participate 
in 4-H programs are two times more likely to be involved in civic duties and to take on projects.  

“That’s a powerful impact for the community,” she said, proudly. 

During the Fair, you can find 4-Hers in Farm-A-Rama, the New England Center and the Mallary Complex, 
showing their award-winning projects. Stroll around the exterior of Farm-A-Rama to see the hard work 
of the This ‘N’ That and Chicopee Pacers clubs, too. 

On Saturday, Sept. 19, you’ll find an increased presence thanks to 4-H & FFA Day at The Big E. Be sure to 
wave as the 4-H students pass by on the trolleys during The Big Parade at 6pm!  

“We’ve been on the trolley a few years now, and that’s great because kids will see their peers during the 
Big Parade,” said Bonini. “Then, they got to school and a classmate says, ‘Hey, I saw you in the parade. 
What were you doing up there?’ and our students get a chance to talk about their 4-H work.” 

There are limitless ways to support youth in agriculture during The Big E, whether you choose to do so 
by appreciating their artwork, crops or livestock, or purchasing products from the 4-H Milk Booth and 
the 4-H Apple Booth, Sept. 18 through Oct. 4, or the 4-H Beef Sale, Sept. 28, to support the children’s 
education and scholarships. Find more information about the Fair’s programming and attractions at 
TheBigE.com.  
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About Eastern States Exposition 
It’s always showtime at Eastern States Exposition (ESE), a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit corporation located in 
West Springfield, Mass. ESE is committed to excellence in providing opportunities for the development 
and promotion of agriculture, industry, education and family entertainment while preserving our New 
England heritage. The 175-acre campus holds five exhibition buildings, equivalent to 355,000 square feet 
of ground level indoor space. Their year-round, on-site dining and entertainment locations include 
Storrowton Village Museum, Eastern States Farmers Market & Wine Café, Storrowton Tavern & Carriage 
House. The facility also hosts more than 120 shows and events annually, such as The Big E, America’s 
only multi-state fair, and Hooplandia, the Northeast’s Ultimate 3x3 Basketball Tourney + Festival. For 
more information, check out EasternStatesExposition.com, or find us on social media. 
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Above: Sarah Bonini assists her 4-H students as they tend to the urban garden at The Big E. 

 

 

 

Above: Sarah Bonini of the This ‘N’ That 4-H Club. 

  



 

 

Above: Students from the This ‘N’ That 4-H Club tend to the urban garden at Farm-A-Rama. 


