Little plot on the Prairie

By pitching in to create a neighborhood garden, Logan Square residents are helping dig the area out of an open space deficit. 

By Lauren Viera 

For residents who use the Logan Square Blue Line station, there’s a reason to stop and smell the flowers—literally.

For more than a year, members of the Logan Square community have been slowly transforming a small patch of land next to the El stop’s Kedzie Avenue entrance. Started by Logan Square Walks (a pedestrian-safety advocacy group), executed by archi-treasures (a grassroots group that brings local communities together through urban landscape projects), financed by the Local Iniatiatives Support Corporation of Chicago (LISC) and supported by a half dozen other neighborhood groups, the Paseo Prairie Garden has given residents a reason to get, well, dirty with each other. 

“It’s an intergenerational art and garden project,” says archi-treasures project manager Nathan Wright. He has been the go-to gardener for Paseo’s volunteers, who include senior citizens from the adjacent Logan Vistas Elderly Apartments building. In addition to working on the garden, Logan Vistas residents and high schoolers recently completed a sculpture titled Cuentos en la Pared, which runs along a wall bordering the El entrance, just opposite the garden. The wall features 10 sculptures designed in the likenesses of community members such as Rosita Del La Rosa of the Logan Square Neighborhood Association and Michael Spencer, an artist and Kelvyn Park senior who has helped with the garden. Both projects have been spread out over the course of a year. Wright says that while it would be much easier—and faster—to hire a crew to do the work, that’s not the point. “We want the community to get involved in beautifying their own environment,” he explains. “We think it’s important for them to take ownership of it.” 

The newly groomed area also helps boost the amount of open space in Logan Square, a neighborhood that the city’s Department of Planning has earmarked as one of Chicago’s most underserved in recent years. 

Named Paseo for its various Spanish connotations—“passing through,” “meandering” and “path”—the garden and its gently curved brick walk have replaced the run-down, litter-strewn lot that previously hugged the barren Milwaukee Avenue corner. On a recent Saturday morning, Wright and a dozen volunteers were happily weeding, mulching and planting prairie-appropriate perennials for the area. The majority of the plants—several thousand dollars’ worth—were donated leftovers from the EcoChicago Group who received them from the wholesaler Midwest Groundcovers. That donation, plus the dozens of volunteers offering their labor, has kept the project’s budget relatively low. 

With volunteer-gardening sessions continuing throughout August, Wright estimates the garden expansion will be finished by 2007. “It’s already having a big impact on this area,” says Wright, who is a Logan Square resident. Local businesses have taken notice, too. Lula Café, kitty-corner to the garden, draws diners from various neighborhoods—many of whom arrive via El and walk past the garden. “I live on one corner and work on the other,” says Lula chef-owner Jason Hammel. “We’re super happy that people are transforming the space.” Also across the street is the flower shop Fleur, whose owners made a donation in support of the garden. “I think it’s really fantastic that [volunteers] took this little space and transformed it,” says Fleur co-owner Kelly Uss. “It was very unattractive before—not at all a nice space to walk along. I’m very impressed that they’re using natural prairie grasses. It’s so much better for the environment, and it’s going to attract butterflies and birds and be a really beautiful space.” 

Paseo Prairie Garden’s next volunteer date is August 12, 10am-1pm. For more info, visit www.architreasures.org. To make a donation, visit www.firstgiving.com/paseoprairiegarden. 
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