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NEW BRUNSWICK — Blueberries are
considered the gold standard of “super-
foods” because of their high levels of
polyphenols, beneficial compounds
shown to protect against diabetes, car-
diovascular disease, memory loss, in-
flammation and cancer. However, this
seasonal fruit, often priced at a premi-
um, is high in sugar content, requiring
limited consumption by people on re-
strictive diets.

A new superfood that’s low in sugar
and available year-round and exceeds
the high polyphenol content of blueber-
ries hits the market this month. This
high-polyphenol lettuce has been
named Rutgers Scarlet Lettuce (RSL) —
a tribute to Rutgers’ school mascot and
color, the Rutgers Scarlet Knights, and
is the brainchild of Rutgers Distin-
guished Professor in Plant Biology Ilya
Raskin.

Raskin started with red leaf lettuce
with the highest polyphenol content and
boosted it. Using a nontransgenic —
non-GMO — process of tissue culture
that replicates plant cells in a petri dish,
he developed a deep burgundy red let-
tuce that has elevated levels of polyphe-
nols, two to three times that of blueber-
ries, as well as other beneficial nutri-
ents.

“Lettuce is one of the most widely
consumed vegetables after potatoes,”
Raskin said. “This adds functionality to
something that is not known for being
good or bad.”

Rutgers Scarlet Lettuce is the first
lettuce worthy of superfood status. It is
exceptionally high in antioxidants — in
addition to being low in calories and
high in fiber, and its regular benefits of 
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Professor Ilya Raskin in the lab at Rutgers
University’s Foran Hall.
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This month, the American Horticul-
tural Therapy Association celebrates its
41st annual conference of horticultural
therapists, educators and students from
around the world and United States, in
Lafayette Hill, Pennsylvania. The
theme, “Growing Our Future: Practice
and Research” reflects a colorful palette
across the canvas of horticultural thera-
py, and facilities where horticultural
therapists are making a difference in hu-
man health and well-being. 

Programs serve veterans, patients in
long-term residential care, acute inpa-
tient care, rehabilitation, skilled nurs-
ing, youth at risk, correctional youth, in-
carcerated adults, adult day center
members, children and adults with dis-
abilities, visually impaired, and children
and adults with autism, and their fam-
ilies. 

This column serves as a venue to
share the horticultural therapy pro-
grams growing throughout New Jersey.
The programs are being cultivated by
horticultural therapists who are part of
treatment teams as diverse as the popu-
lations being served.

This month I am privileged to write
about the horticultural therapy program
for adults with autism at The Children’s
Institute-Center for Independence (TCI-
CFI) in Livingston. In 2012 the Living-
ston campus opened and is the new home
of the high school, previously in Verona,
and serving 85 school districts. Approxi-
mately 80 adults with autism ages 18 and
older from Morris, Essex, Bergen, Som-
erset and Union counties participate in
training sessions that emphasize voca-
tional skills.

An extraordinary team at TCI-CFI is 
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Cultivating connections and success for adults with autism
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The Children’s Institute-The Center For Independence horticulture clients at work outdoors at
the Livingston-based program.
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Bruce Williams Zac-
cagnino of Flemington
spends almost every day
surrounded by 100
trains, 500,000 trees and

1,200 structures that he built with his
bare hands. And all of it is contained
within one 52,000-square-foot building.

How is this possible? Most of those
trains, trees and structures are only a
few inches tall.

They can be found at Zaccagnino’s
museum, Northlandz, the world’s larg-
est model railroad museum. It also
houses an 1890s replica steam train, a
collection of more than 200 historic
dolls and a 2,000-pipe organ, which Zac-
cagnino plays on weekends.

Northlandz, which is about a mile
walk-through, holds hundreds of exhib-
its containing scenes such as a Civil War
battle display, the world’s only tooth-
pick farm, a skyscraping city, a minia-
ture carnival and a plane crash site.

The museum has been called “a fan-
tasy journey” by the Travel Channel
and a “breathtaking beauty” by the Dis-
covery Channel. Zaccagnino, however,
doesn’t buy into the hype. 

“We had thousands that said that this
is a wonder of the world. I don’t think it
is,” he said. “People say that this is bet-
ter than Disney World. But this is just
my hobby.”

The museum, which receives about
200 daily visitors, certainly began as 
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Bruce Williams Zaccagnino’s museum, Northlandz, the world’s largest model railroad museum, also has an 1890s replica steam train.

JENNA INTERSIMONE/STAFF PHOTO

This is an approximate replica of the original Forth Railway
Bridge in Scotland. 
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