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Dressed in the navy-blue skirts and trousers of school uni-
forms, the children are kindergartners and pre-kindergartners
from Hendricks Elementary Community Academy, a school
around the corner. They hop and skip behind Amelia Howard,
who is one of their teachers.

“These children are my heart,” says Amelia, her thoughtful
face framed by a mane of salt-and-pepper hair. Amelia grew up
in Fuller Park, moved away, but returned years later with her
husband, Michael, to reclaim the family house, raise their five
children, and rebuild the kind of community that had nurtured
her as a child.

The Howards could have settled in a wealthier neighbor-
hood. They met while working as portfolio analysts at a Loop
brokerage firm. “Things started pulling us back,” Amelia
explains. “We were looking for farmland out of the city when
life redirected us back to the house I grew up in. When I was
young, it was a tightly knit neighborhood. Everybody raised
each other’s kids, corrected each other’s kids.”

Times changed, however. Churches that Amelia and her
friends had walked to as children closed their doors. Neighbors
moved away, and crime rates rose. “Michael and I came back
to a new situation,” she says. “There
were gang problems, drug problems,

a low-income atmosphere.”

At first, Michael was not welcomed.
He brought from the outside a vision
of community and a degree of optimism
that threatened the assumptions of
local residents who had become fright-
ened and isolated. The Howards hoped
to fix up their house, help neighbors buy
and repair the houses they were renting,
and then, as a neighborhood, turn a
debris-ridden vacant lot into a nature
center. It was an ambitious plan.

“There were people who liked the
status quo and did not like me bringing
in new ideas and new people,” Michael says. “One of my tough-
est problems was dealing with the naysayers. They kept saying,
‘They're not going to let you have this. They meant the gangs.”

During the afternoon of June 22, 2000, Michael found a
firebomb in his mailbox. It was badly made and did not explode.
“I called the police,” he says, “and they threw it in the trash can.
I guess they weren’t taking me seriously.

“But that night, at 2 a.m., gang members threw Molotov
cocktails through the windows of my house. They threw another
one on top, to burn the roof. Then they tried to kick in my door.
But I'm a carpenter, and my door doesn’t kick in. I had two fire
extinguishers. | was fighting the fire inside with those, and
the fire department came right away to fight the fire outside.
We saved the house.

“The police were wonderful after that. They gave me 24-hour
protection for a month, and the station chief became a very good
friend. The police caught the three young men who did it, and
they're in jail. We haven’t had problems since.”

Michael is, indeed, a carpenter. When the couple decided
to leave the brokerage firm in 1982, Amelia became a teacher’s
aide, and Michael began a successful construction company
based in Beverly-Morgan Park. He rehabbed houses all over
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Chicago using both the skills and the entrepreneurial spirit
he had cultivated as a teenager growing up in Bronzeville.

“As a high-school kid,” he says, “I'd go around to construc-
tion sites and offer to work for free if they’d train me. I was
always a big kid, so they figured they could work me hard.
What they didn’t know was that I was also a quick learner.

I worked with these Old World craftsmen and soaked up what
they taught me.” And so he became a practicing electrician,
plumber, and drywaller, as well as a carpenter, who now teaches
construction skills to young adults through his Southpoint
Academy. (Along with volunteers from church groups and the
neighborhood, Southpoint students have helped build Eden
Place by hauling soil, designing and planting a savanna, wet-
land, and prairie, building a gazebo, and weaving a wigwam big
enough to hold a large tribe of neighbors and schoolchildren.)

After fixing up their own house, the Howards turned their
attention across the street. There lay a hopeless mess. The
three-acre tract of land had been part of the Chicago stock-
yards, which closed in 1971. It saw continued abuse for the
next 30 years, as midnight dumpers deposited truckloads of
construction debris, much of it contaminated by lead paint

and asbestos. In Fuller Park, accord-
ing to a 1995 federal study, 20 percent
of children under the age of six had
elevated lead counts.
Undaunted, Michael and Amelia
asked neighbors to help clean it up.
They fired up a small barbecue to
cook food and attract volunteers.
The people came, and they worked
hard to pile up bricks and trash along
the edge of the property.
“The city saw us being so faithful
they took pity on us,” Michael says.
“We made neat piles, and they hauled
them away.” Next, he borrowed a
bulldozer for a week and “turned
up the energy” to clear the rubble all the way down to ground
level. When he found crumbling foundations under the cotton-
woods, he borrowed a jackhammer to break up the concrete.
It took five years, from 1996 to 2001, to remove 40 tons of
concrete and debris from the site.

In the following years, Eden Place would partner with
organizations such as The Nature Conservancy, North Park
Village Nature Center, Audubon, Brookfield Zoo, the US
Fish & Wildlife Service, Openlands, and others. The groups
contributed services and materials to install the site’s small
ecosystems and develop the center’s educational workshops.

Yet a serious financial crisis threatened the property shortly
before Christmas in 2002. Eden Place was ready for planting,
but nine lots were about to be lost at a tax sale. Owners of
those lots had donated them to the Fuller Park Community
Development Corporation, the umbrella organization for Eden
Place, but they had not paid back taxes. In a flurry of activity,
Michael contacted his friends in the environmental commu-
nity, many of whom he had met through Chicago Wilderness.
He furiously faxed financials, and his efforts were rewarded
when the Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation made
an unusual discretionary grant to pay the taxes.
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