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Children warm up for football practice at Kells Park, which is one of 14 parks in the Humboldt Park 
neighborhood that doesn’t have a field house. Photo by Michelle Kanaar.
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In 1982, the federal government sued the Chicago 
Park District for lavishing more money on parks in 
predominantly white areas than black and Latino 
neighborhoods. Today, the most important color 
in determining which communities receive a new 
park is green, for money. Page 4.
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We don’t typically associ-
ate parks with social issues 
like race and class. But race 
and class matter when it 
comes to parks and recre-
ation. Longtime Chicagoans 
will remember the campaign 
in the early 1960s to integrate 
Rainbow Beach in the then 
white neighborhood of South 
Shore—one of many exam-
ples of the color lines around 
Chicago’s public spaces.

Parks are where we re-
lax, grill, exercise, walk the 
dog and watch our kids play 
sports. What can be more 
universal than that? But not 
long ago, race alone deter-
mined the quality of neigh-
borhood parks in Chicago. 

In 1982, the Chicago Park 
District was sued by the U.S. 
Justice Department for lav-
ishing federal dollars on parks 
in white areas while short-
changing those in black and 
Latino communities. The dis-
trict was under a court order 
for six years to make its parks 
more equitable. 

In this issue, reporter 
Angela Caputo examines how 
city parks have fared since 
then. The court order made a 
difference. Today, black com-
munities have more money 
for staff and maintenance 
than white ones. But a dis-
proportionate number of La-
tino communities, which are 
home to the city’s fastest-
growing population, don’t 
have adequate services and 
facilities. The Park District 
acknowledges that the com-

munities need more facilities 
and programs. It will take 
money to resolve lingering 
inequities.

Angela writes: “More than 
half of the $500 million spent 
on Park District improve-
ments since 2011, the year 
Mayor Rahm Emanuel was 
elected, went to just 10 of the 
city’s 77 neighborhoods—
seven of them are increas-
ingly white, affluent and have 
access to outside money.” 

A big part of the problem 
is how park upgrades are fi-
nanced, Angela reports. Park 
improvements increasingly 

rely on grants, capital funds 
designated for aldermen and 
special taxing districts known 
as TIFs. If a neighborhood 
doesn’t have access to money, 
it’s tougher to purchase new 
land and equipment.

A Chicago Reporter inves-
tigation of the Park District 
triggered the 1983 court or-
der.  In 1975, reporter Stephan 
Garnett went to Marquette 
Park on the city’s Southwest 
Side to photograph its facili-
ties. The plan was to com-
pare Marquette’s amenities 
to those in other parks across 
the city. At the time, the com-
munity surrounding the park 
was a no-go zone for African 
Americans. Garnett, who is 
black, was attacked by a white 
mob that later torched his car. 
Managing editor Tom Brune 
picked up the investigation. 
The Justice Department cited 
the Reporter’s work in its in-
vestigation of city parks.

It feels right all these 
years later to revisit the 
status of the parks. Go to 
chicagoreporter.com to see 
how your neighborhood park 
compares to others citywide.

Freedom Summer
This June marked the 50th 

anniversary of Freedom Sum-
mer, when nearly 1,000 stu-
dents, mostly white and from 
elite universities, descended 
on Mississippi to help regis-
ter black people to vote.

Chicago has a significant 
connection to that summer.  
James Forman, the executive 

secretary of the Student Non-
violent Coordinating Com-
mittee (SNCC) in the summer 
of 1964, was raised in Chi-
cago. And the Chicago Area 
Friends of SNCC supported 
the struggle in the South 
while bringing the freedom 
movement to Chicago Public 
Schools.

In 1963, the friends 
group organized a boycott 
of schools and its notorious 
“Willis Wagons,” named for 
Superintendent Benjamin 
Willis. Black schools were 
overcrowded, but instead of 
letting students attend less-
crowded white schools, Wil-
lis ordered that trailers be 
placed on black campuses to 
address the problem.

Two archives take us deep-
er into the events of Freedom 
Summer and their impact on 
the civil rights struggle in 
Chicago.  We explored them 
for our commemoration of 
Freedom Summer. The Chi-
cago  SNCC History Project 
Archives is at the Chicago 
Public Library’s Vivian G. 
Harsh Research Collection 
at the Carter G. Woodson 
Regional Library. To view a 
guide to the collection, go to 
bit.ly/HarshCol.

The Wisconsin Historical 
Society also has an exten-
sive Freedom Summer digital 
collection, as well as a list of 
students who participated in 
the voter registration efforts 
in Mississippi. To view the 
online collection, go to bit.ly/
WisHistory.

Inequity in park access lingers

Susan Smith Richardson, 
Editor & Publisher
Opinions expressed by the 
editor and publisher are her own.

We welcome letters. Send them to 
tcr@chicagoreporter.com or 111 W. 
Jackson Blvd., Suite 820, Chicago, 
IL, 60604. Please include name, 
address and a daytime phone 
number. Letters may be edited for 
space and clarity.

n

Reporter News
Reporter María Inés Zamudio 

accepted a position as an investigative 
reporter at The Memphis Commercial 
Appeal. During her three years at The 
Chicago Reporter, Zamudio covered 
immigration, labor and health care.

The Reporter won two awards at 
the Chicago Headline Club’s 2013 
Peter Lisagor Awards for Exemplary 

Journalism. Angela Caputo and Rui 
Kaneya won Best Non-Deadline 
Reporting in Newspaper or Magazine, 
Non-Daily, for the November/
December 2013 cover story “Charges 
Dismissed,” and the magazine was 
honored with General Excellence in 
Print Journalism, Non-Daily. Caputo 
was also a finalist for the Better 
Government Association’s 2013 
Richard H. Driehaus Foundation 

Awards for Investigative Reporting for 
the same article. 

Caputo and Editor and Publisher 
Susan Smith Richardson were panel-
ists at the Investigative Reporters & 
Editors conference June 26 to 29 in 
San Francisco. Caputo participated in a 
panel entitled “Raising the Roof: Inves-
tigating Housing.” Richardson’s panel 
was entitled “Coverage, Consequence 
and Why Staffing Matters.”
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Wicker Park got a new field house 
after the federal government sued the 
Chicago Park District for inequitable 
spending. Photo by Michelle Kanaar.
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In 1983, Wicker Park, a 4-acre triangular space along North 
Damen Avenue, had none of the amenities that draw people 
to it today—the field house, the garden club, the dog park. 
That year, the Chicago Park District signed an agreement 
with the U.S. Justice Department promising to spread park 

dollars more equitably around the city. The federal government had 
sued the district for lavishing its money on parks in predominantly 
white areas at the expense of those in mostly African-American and 
Latino communities. 

Before the consent decree, the park, which sat at the center of 
the then working-class Latino neighborhood, wasn’t getting its fair 
share.  After the consent decree, the park got a new field house. 

Six years later, federal officials ended the decree, satisfied with the 
city’s progress. Now, Park District budgets show that race no longer 
defines whether a park will have staff or programs. Parks in African-
American wards now have more money for staff and maintenance 
than white ones.

Leveling the 
playing field
More than 30 years ago, the federal 
government sued the Chicago Park District for 
showering money on parks in predominantly 
white areas while shortchanging ones in 
mostly black and Latino communities. Today, 
which area has more money often determines 
who gets park upgrades.

By Angela Caputo
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That’s just another example of how the decree was a 
“tremendous success,” says Erma Tranter, the former 
president of the watchdog group Friends of the Parks 

who was a champion of equal spending in local parks years be-
fore the Justice Department intervened. 

Today, the color that determines who gets the most ex-
pensive upgrades isn’t primarily black, white or brown; it’s 
green. More than half of the $500 million spent on Park Dis-
trict improvements since 2011, the year Mayor Rahm Emanuel 
was elected, went to just 10 of the city’s 77 neighborhoods—
seven of them are increasingly white, affluent and have access 
to outside money. 

Critics say parks, one of the most basic city services, have 
been hijacked by a pay-to-play system. Like other city proj-
ects, park improvements rely increasingly on outside grants, 
city capital money that’s divvied up by aldermen and tax in-
crement financing districts, better known as TIFs. Tax dollars 
generated from improvements in the districts are plowed back 
into the same areas rather than included in the city’s general 
coffers. Though they were created to fuel redevelopment in 
marginal communities, these special taxing districts can be 
found in thriving areas like the Loop. 

If a neighborhood doesn’t have outside funds, it’s more dif-
ficult to acquire new land and amenities, like a field house. A 
handful of Latino communities are suffering the most as the 
population continues to grow at a faster pace than park expan-
sion. Four out of the five Latino neighborhoods identified as 
“parks poor” by The Trust for Public Land, a San Francisco-
based organization that advocates for open land, were near the 
bottom of the list of capital investments in recent years, Park 
District records show. 

Gentrifying neighborhoods such as Wicker Park, Logan 
Square and Lincoln Square, growing hipster havens and areas 
where Latino families have been rapidly priced out, are among 
those that have received the bulk of the spending. At the same 
time, growing working-class Latino communities like Belmont 
Cragin, Chicago Lawn and Gage Park have become parks poor.

The calculation is based on the number of children who live 
in a neighborhood and whether they, and their families, can 
walk to a park, garden or open space within 10 minutes. Some 
of the city’s densest neighborhoods have the least amount of 
open space.

“We talk really seriously about the desire to have a 10-min-
ute walk to open space. We’re dedicated to that,” says Rob Rej-
man, the Chicago Park District’s director of planning. 

Rejman says district officials know that there are neighbor-
hoods disproportionately affected by the shortage. The chal-
lenge, he says, is: “In these truly parks-poor areas, there is no 
way for me to spend money because there are no parks.”

“What do I need to do to spend more money there?” he 
adds. “I need to acquire more parks.”

Acquisition takes long-range planning, which he says is 
driven by geography and density, not race.

Communities with fewer parks and field houses tend to re-
ceive less for programs and facilities. That’s particularly true 
in Latino wards, which have one-third fewer parks with tennis 
courts, baseball diamonds, dog parks and playgrounds as white 
ones. City officials have taken steps to close the gap. Over the 
past three years, $19 million was channeled into acquiring new 
park land in Little Village, for example, which removed the 
neighborhood from The Trust for Public Land’s parks-poor list. 

To ensure equity, Michael Pagano, an urban planning and 
public affairs professor at the University of Illinois at Chicago, 
says the park system needs to set a baseline—either a dollar 
amount or in programs, facilities or open space—for services 

that every community receives. “For services above minimum 
threshold, I would say, if they are taxing themselves, fine,” he 
says. “If they are using collective resources and not funding 
other parks [in need], then it’s wrong.” 

Today, the Brighton Park neighborhood is a lot like 
Wicker Park was in the 1980s. Most residents are work-
ing class; eight out of 10 are Latino. And the push for 

the same sort of basic park services—a better field house, im-
proved athletic fields, new playgrounds, youth programs—echo 
the concerns found on the Northwest Side three decades ago. 
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The neighborhood went from a shrinking community of 
aging Polish and Lithuanian people in the 1980s to a crowded 
area of Latino families. For years, students at Thomas Kelly 
High School, which sits at the center of the neighborhood, 
have attended classes in shifts. The hulking red building 
is not large enough to accommodate the 2,800 students 
enrolled. The largest local grammar school was teetering as 
well. Trailers had to be set up in the schoolyard to meet the 
students’ needs until a new middle school opened its doors 

last year to relieve overcrowding. 
Across the street from the high school is Kelly Park, a 

7-acre plot with uneven sod and a baseball diamond. There’s 
a playground that’s so old people push their kids on the same 
swings they used growing up. The field house is slightly larger 
than a doublewide trailer. It has two bathrooms, an office and 
an entryway that doubles as a community meeting room. 

Aside from a small playground and basketball court tucked 
in the northwest corner of Brighton Park, Kelly Park is the only 

Wicker Park got its first improvements under a federal consent decree signed in 1983. However, many of the additional improvements—including a 
dog park and its renowned gardens—came years later as a result of community activism. Photo by Michelle Kanaar. 



The Chicago Park District has made huge strides in 
spreading programs and facility improvements more evenly 
along racial lines compared with three decades ago. But when 
it comes to equity, there are still clear winners and losers.

More than half of the $500 million spent on capital 
improvements since 2011 went to just a fraction of the city’s 
neighborhoods, many of which are increasingly wealthy and 
white. And a disproportionate number of Latino areas are 
getting the short shrift when it comes to park spending.

Note: The $81 million Bloomingdale Trail touches Logan Square, Humboldt Park and West 
Town. In the map, the capital improvement money is divided among the three communities. 

Source and methodology: The Chicago Reporter analyzed the Chicago Park District’s 2014 
budget and appropriations report, capital spending data from 2011 to the present and 2014 
summer youth program enrollment data. Population data were gleaned through an analysis of 
U.S. Census Bureau decennial data.

Tag, they’re it

Most expensive capital projects since 2011 
Park Address Cost
Bloomingdale Trail/ The 606 Logan Square to West Town $81M
Ping Tom Memorial 300 W. 18th St. $24.4M
Celotex Park 2800 S. Sacramento Ave. $19.1M
Park #577 11505 S. Western Ave. $17M
West Ridge Nature Preserve 5601 N. Western Ave. $15.5M

More than $20M

$10M to $20M

$1M to $10M

Less than $1M

Park district capital 
improvements

Communities with the lowest per 
capita spending on staff and supplies
1.   Brighton Park: $2.79
2.  Gage Park: $3.65
3.  Humboldt Park: $5.21
4.  West Garfield Park: $5.81
5.  Albany Park: $6.51
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park in the neighborhood of 45,000 people. It’s also the only 
green space near the high school campus.

“You would think with the changing population, the city 
would invest in this,” says Sara Reschly, president of the Kelly 
Park Advisory Council, as she steps around water and mud 
that have pooled ankle-deep across the field from a rainstorm 
the night before. 

Instead, the Chicago Park District downgraded the park’s 
funding last year, which saved money on staffing despite the 
fact that local spending—at $2.79 per person—is at the bottom 

compared with every other community in the city, a Chicago 
Reporter analysis of the Park District’s operating budget found. 
The median was $21 citywide in 2012, the most recent year for 
which complete financial data were available.

People from the neighborhood have coped with being parks 
poor. Teenagers run drills up the stairwell at Kelly High School. 
Children block off alleys with trash cans so they can play soc-
cer uninterrupted. The Brighton Park Neighborhood Council, 
where Reschly is the director of community partnerships, is 
shutting down neighborhood streets for a few hours a week 

1

2

3

4

5

Parks operating budget, 
by race of ward

25% White

21% Latino

18% Mixed

37% 
Black 

*Percentages do not 
add to 100 because of rounding.



CHICAGOREPORTER.COM   |   THE CHICAGO REPORTER   9

this summer so children have a safe place to play.
As far as Reschly’s concerned, all of those should be short-

term solutions. “What we need is more parks and a bigger field 
house,” she says.

Since 2011, less than 1 percent of all the money spent on 
park improvements has gone to Kelly Park. Between a local 
state official and some private foundations, community mem-
bers cobbled together $400,000 to revamp the field. The Park 

District and Chicago Public Schools are covering $1 million 
more this year for a new playground, turf field and baseball 
diamond. 

“We’ve had to fight so hard,” Reschly says of the improve-
ments, which she thinks don’t go far enough.

The advisory council has met with Chicago Park District 
officials and Ald. George Cardenas (12th) for years, pushing for 
better facilities to hold more youth programs. Park District en-

The playing field at Kelly Park will be renovated with new turf this year so it doesn’t flood every time it rains. The improvement is part of a 
$1.4 million renovation plan funded largely through private donors, the Chicago Park District and Chicago Public Schools. Photo by Emily Jan.
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rollment data show the need is there. Thirty percent of the city’s 
youth population lives in a Latino ward, yet only 17 percent of 
full-time day camp slots were available at parks in those areas. 
In contrast, children in white wards had more than a quarter 
of all day camp slots to choose from but make up less than 
10 percent of the city’s youth population. 

No one has put a price on expanding the field house, but it 
would surely cost millions, which Reschly doesn’t think the 
Park District will seriously consider until community mem-
bers come up with even more outside funding. The current 
field renovations are only half of what was recommended by 
the advisory council. 

“The problem is that the formula is one-third comes from 
the Park District, one-third comes from the alderman or the 
state and one-third from the community,” she says. “That 
works well in communities that have money. But in Brighton 
Park, $1 million is hard to come by.”

Across town in West Humboldt Park, Nita Hailey-Gamble 
has been fighting to renovate Kells Park for years. 

The park, which stretches across 2 acres at the cor-
ner of Chicago and Kedzie avenues, doesn’t have any flowers or 
a basketball court. The field is unlit and unlocked at night. And 
there’s no field house. So the Huskies, a local youth football 
team, chain their practice equipment—spray-painted in the 
team’s colors of gold and green—to the park fence. 

“We have plenty of open space,” says Hailey-Gamble, presi-
dent of the Kells Park Advisory Council, “but nowhere to store 
things or run programs.”

She wants the Park District to help the community acquire 
an abandoned firehouse, which she proposes to convert into a 
field house. 

West Humboldt Park, one of the poorest, most blighted 
strips of the city, exemplifies the dilemma with parks fund-
ing.  Park officials are more likely to take a project seriously 
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when there’s matching money on the table, says Ald. Walter 
Burnett (27th). 

Burnett’s 4-mile long ward includes the West Humboldt 
Park neighborhood but also snakes through some of the city’s 
wealthiest communities. Most of the park improvements in 
the ward in recent years, including a new field house on the 
Near North Side and a dog park just west of the Loop, have 
occurred in the wealthier sections, which are surrounded by 
special taxing districts. Burnett tapped the districts’ funds to 
help finance the upgrades. 

Kells is one of 14 parks in Humboldt Park that doesn’t have 
a field house, a necessary amenity to receive money from the 
district for programming and staffing.  The three staffed parks 
in the community have a combined budget of $283,000 this 
year.  In per capita spending, the area, like Brighton Park, is 
among the most parks poor in Chicago. In 2012, the district 
spent $5.21 per person, $16 shy of the citywide median. 

The advisory council holds bake sales and goes door-to-
door to raise money for activities like Easter egg hunts, dance 
parties, movies in the park and neighborhood picnics.

Hailey-Gamble can’t bake or sell enough cakes to raise the 
seed money for upgrades. 

If the firehouse nearby were converted into a field house, 
staff could run after-school activities and summer camps, and 
coordinate community events. Without a field house, the only 
budget is for routine maintenance like cutting the grass.

Hailey-Gamble says the park’s condition is just more evi-
dence that city officials “don’t appreciate this area.” The com-
mercial corridor that stretches west of the park along Chicago 
Avenue is filled with boarded-up buildings. A handful of cor-
ner stores and beauty-supply shops coexist with churches. 

The 56-year-old was raised in West Humboldt Park, then 
moved to the suburbs to raise her children. When they grew 
up, Hailey-Gamble moved back to the neighborhood and threw 

Clockwise from left: Nita 
Hailey-Gamble, president 
of Kells Park Advisory 
Council, wants the aban-
doned firehouse next door 
to the park to be con-
verted into a field house. 
Huskies Coach Tommy 
Washington encourages 
Tayveon Johnson, 6, as he 
runs through drills at Kells 
Park. Because the park 
has no field house, the 
youth football team has to 
chain practice equipment 
to the fence or haul it to a 
storage facility. Photos by 
Michelle Kanaar. 



Struggle for equity
In 1975, The Chicago Reporter sent Stephan Garnett, an 

African-American reporter, to Marquette Park to see what 
the baseball diamonds and swimming pool looked like. At 

the time, it wasn’t a safe park for black people.
Marquette Park became famous in 1966 when a rock-throw-

ing mob met Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. there as he protested 
segregated housing in the surrounding neighborhood. Less than 
a decade later, animosity was as strong as ever. Seven white 
men jumped Garnett as he walked back to his car after photo-
graphing the park. According to the Chicago Tribune, as many as 
20 people looked on as a mob smashed a beer bottle over his 
head. Garnett was “bloodied and semiconscious” when a police 
officer found him wandering in the street. While being treated 
at a hospital, the mob destroyed his car windows with a trash 
can. Then, they set his car on fire.

The Reporter used pictures from Marquette Park and other 
parks across the city to demonstrate inequity in the Chicago 
Park District. White wards had more field houses, pools, 
softball diamonds and day camps than black or Latino ones. 
The stories caught the U.S. Justice Department’s attention and 
sparked the investigation that resulted in the 1983 consent 
decree to make city parks more equitable. But change didn’t 
come swiftly. Some of the projects at black and Latino parks 
remained unfinished when federal oversight ended in 1989.

The city has “the greatest parks and recreation system in 
the world,” a former recreation director boasted. But before the 
consent decree, most of the facilities were in white neighbor-
hoods that were off-limits to black and Latino youth. And the 
threat of integrating recreational areas and unequal services 
often resulted in violence.

In 1919, for instance, a black teenager was stoned to death 
for drifting into a whites-only swimming area on the lakefront. 
Witnesses identified his killer, but police refused to arrest him. 
In a week of rioting, angry white gangs killed 23 black people 
and torched the homes of 1,000 African Americans. 

In 1960, white people at Rainbow Beach on East 77th Street 
showered black and white youth with rocks when they tried to 
integrate the public beach. Bad as it was, that violence didn’t 
compare to other events in that decade—especially in 1966.

That year, black youth clashed with police over an un-
plugged fire hydrant on the West Side. James Parker, 17, and his 
friends refused officers’ orders to cap the hydrant because kids 
were splashing in the water. “We told them that if they shut off 
the hydrants that flowed all night in the Italian neighborhood, 
we’d shut ours off,” Parker told the Chicago Defender. When 
police arrested Parker and his friends, neighbors rioted. 

 The event became a defining moment in the city’s racial his-
tory. “The fire-hydrant confrontation didn’t just precipitate the 
riot—it revealed an underlying cause as well,” Jeff Wiltse wrote 
in his book “Contested Waters.” The lack of summer recreation 
outlets—and pools, in particular—underscored a political sys-
tem that benefitted white communities most. 

Civil rights activists asked Mayor Richard J. Daley to create 
safe passages that summer so black people could go swim-
ming in public pools. Daley had another idea: Bring water to 
black neighborhoods. 

“Portable swimming pools were being trucked in. Sprinklers 
were attached to hundreds of hydrants, and there was water 
gushing everywhere,” Mike Royko wrote in his book “Boss.”

“City Hall,” Royko wrote, “embarked on a crusade to make 
Chicago’s blacks the wettest in the country.” 

—Angela Caputo
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herself into beautifying it. Kells Park and a community garden 
are her pet projects. 

She sees opportunity in the neighborhood. “The city owns 
this,” she says of the two-story brick firehouse, which sits on a 
fenced-off double lot filled with weeds nearly as tall as Hailey-
Gamble who’s slightly taller than 5 feet. 

“And the bank would probably give this away,” she adds of 
the two vacant lots next door, which are filled with garbage—
chip bags, empty water bottles and candy wrappers.  Accord-
ing to the Cook County Assessor’s Office, the properties are 
valued at $3,000 each. 

Rejman says the Park District looked at expanding Kells in 
2010 for all of the reasons Hailey-Gamble mentions. “Expan-
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sion of existing parks like Kells, we like the idea,” he says. 
Initially, the city wanted to hang onto the property because 

it was being used for storage. Then Park District officials in-
dicated that they might be willing to take the property only if 
they could knock down the building

 “To keep acquiring leftover facilities is not financially via-
ble,” Rejman told the Reporter in early July. “Running programs 
in the park is possible without a field house there.” 

After fielding questions from the Reporter and meeting 
with Hailey-Gamble and the alderman, district officials ap-
pear to have had a change of heart. In mid-July, they agreed 

to acquire the vacant lots next door to the park and lease the 
firehouse to a community organization, which would have to 
finance the rehab and any staffing.

Burnett hopes to tap into a nearby TIF district to help pay 
for the renovations.

“Where there’s a will, you can do anything,” Burnett says. 
“We’re trying to do something with the park. We’re not wait-
ing for others. We’re creating our destiny.” 

Hailey-Gamble says the deal isn’t perfect, but it’s a step 
in the right direction. “We would have to staff it,” she says. 
“We’re working on that next.” 

Tevell Clayborne, 5, climbs on the decades-old playground equipment at Kelly Park, which is located in the Brighton Park neighborhood, one of the 
most parks-poor areas in Chicago. The playground is one of 325 scheduled to be replaced within five years. Photo by Emily Jan.
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Park district officials say they can only borrow so much 
each year to finance improvements, but TIF—or other 
available money—helps drive projects that are beyond 

their capital budget. Of the 10 communities that received the 
most money for capital improvements in recent years, more 
than $7 of every $10 came from outside of the Park District. 

“Outside funds drive a lot of projects,” says Rejman, who 
acknowledges the strategy has led to an imbalance of new 
playgrounds and renovations on the North Side. “To even out, 
we’ve been spending on south and central [regions] from Park 
District capital funds.” He points to a committment to replace 
325 playgrounds over five years as evidence of that.

 “The conventional wisdom is that everyone deserves park 
space,” Pagano says. “The contestation is how much [space] 
and how much money should be invested [in relation] to other 
services of the city like public safety, transportation and public 
health.”

Ald. Rey Colón, whose 35th ward includes Logan Square, 
says how much is easier to answer when an outside entity helps 
pay for parks. Most of the parks in his ward aren’t adjacent to a 
special taxing district. And his “menu money,” the $1.3 million 
that aldermen divvy up for capital projects each year, is quickly 
eaten up by repaving alleys and adding lights near El stops.

The area suddenly went from being parks poor to awash in 
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green when the ward received a share of $81 million in federal, 
state and private money to redevelop a defunct rail line into 
a bike path. The project, known as the Bloomingdale Trail, 
stretches from Logan Square to West Town and is being paid 
for almost exclusively with non-district funds. 

The trail, which was recently renamed “The 606,” was con-
ceived more than a decade ago, before the neighborhood was 
“wealthy or desirable,” he says. Colón, who is a former Park 
District manager, says the project finally got funded because 
community members had a plan on paper, and they continued 

to push it. It also didn’t hurt that more “squeaky wheels,” or 
residents who aren’t shy about putting pressure on city offi-
cials to get things done, have moved to his ward. 

Now, Logan Square is quickly outpacing Wicker Park as a 
hipster destination, and its Latino population is among the 
fastest-shrinking in the city. 

“The ironic thing,” Colón says, “is that you put money into 
these parks and the community also changes.” 

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com

Wilson Mendez and his four children wait for their teammates to show up for a soccer match at Kelly Park. Mendez, who has lived in Brighton Park 
for seven years, coaches one of the local soccer teams. Photo by Emily Jan.
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‘Freedom Now’
Clockwise from top left: A 

group of African-American 
children gather around 
a pickup truck outside 

of a Freedom School in 
Hattiesburg, Miss., where 

volunteers taught people to be 
politically active. Two women 
clap and sing at the Freedom 
School Convention in August 

1964. Protesters hold signs 
advocating for voting rights 

as part of a Freedom Summer 
demonstration. Photos courtesy 

of the Wisconsin Historical 
Society/WHS-97475, WHS-

98834 and WHS-99234.

As the nation marks the 50th anniversary 
of Freedom Summer, we should remember 
Mississippi’s black residents, not just the 
students who went to the South to help them 
register to vote. Two library collections offer a 
glimpse into the summer of 1964.
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By Susan Smith Richardson

Marjorie Anne Kinsella was a 
sophomore at Loyola Univer-
sity Chicago when she applied 

to help register black people to vote in 
Mississippi in the summer of 1964.

When asked to describe her quali-
fications for such a dangerous task, 
Kinsella, 26, wrote: “Am able to com-
municate on friendly level with persons 
opposed to integration. Can appeal to 
persons [sic] religion and moral respon-
sibility to accept integration. Am non-
violent, white, and female and feel those 
opposed to integration will not use vio-
lence against me but will keep things on 
discussion level.” 

I found her application for the 
“Mississippi Summer Project” in the 
archives of the Chicago Area Friends of 
SNCC at the Chicago Public Library’s 
Vivian G. Harsh Research Collection. 
The paperwork doesn’t indicate whether 
Kinsella was selected to join nearly 
1,000 students, many of them white and 
from elite colleges, to participate in what 
became known as Freedom Summer. I 
couldn’t find her to get an answer.

Unfortunately, no one who supported 
integration escaped the unbridled white 
hate in the South at that time. 

This summer marks the 50th an-
niversary of Freedom Summer, which 
trained national eyes on Mississippi and 
demonstrated the extremes to which 
white racists would go to prevent blacks 
from voting. The photos on these pages 
are from the Freedom Summer collec-
tion at the Wisconsin Historical Society. 
The summer began with the disappear-
ance of three civil rights workers—James 
Chaney, Michael Schwerner and Andrew 
Goodman—and ended with the discov-
ery of their corpses. White supremacists 
had murdered them.

The call to head south was issued by 
the Council of Federated Organizations, 
which was supported by the NAACP, the 
Congress of Racial Equality, the South-
ern Christian Leadership Council and 
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC), the lead organizer 
for Freedom Summer.
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The students who went to Missis-
sippi have been celebrated for good 
reason. Like the three civil rights work-
ers, some gave their lives. Others were 
beaten within an inch of their lives. But 
this summer of remembrance, the black 
people in Mississippi who awaited eager 
students like Marjorie Anne Kinsella de-
serve our attention, too. They knew the 
terror that stepping out of their “place” 
would bring. Yet they did it anyway. And 
they welcomed, housed and protected 
the students.

Long before the summer that 
changed the state and resulted in the 

creation of the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party, which challenged the 
Democratic Party’s white primaries in 
the South, black people in Mississippi 
had been paying the price for organiz-
ing. “They were kicked off plantations 
and lost their jobs and homes,” says Fan-
nie Rushing, a professor at Benedictine 
University who along with Sylvia Fisch-
er donated the materials to the Chicago 
Area Friends of SNCC archives. 

The friends group was organized in 
January 1963 and received a dispensation 
from SNCC to participate in local politi-
cal work, including a successful Chicago 

school boycott protesting segregation.
One of its first campaigns was col-

lecting food to send to Mississippi, 
where hundreds of black people had lost 
benefits and jobs for attempting to reg-
ister to vote.

In two months, the “Food and Funds 
for Freedom” campaign gathered 113,000 
pounds of food, according to documents 
in the archives. The outpouring of gener-
osity from Chicagoans was overwhelm-
ing, but not surprising. Many local Afri-
can Americans traced their roots to the 
South, part of the Great Migration to the 
North. The mud of the Mississippi Delta 

From left: SNCC workers show a young man how to protect himself from a policeman’s club. Protestors gather in front of a Woolworth’s store in 
Meridian, Miss., while law enforcement officers look on. Photos courtesy of the Wisconsin Historical Society/WHS-FSStaughtonB5F1026, WHS-99228.
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still clung to the soles of their shoes. 
There was so much food donated, 

Rushing says, that SNCC supporters had 
to store it in a union hall, one of the few 
places that was large enough to accom-
modate the donations. And when the 
friends group didn’t have enough money 
to deliver the food, entertainer and ac-
tivist Dick Gregory paid to have it flown 
to Greenwood, Miss., where SNCC’s of-
fice was located. 

By the time the idea for Freedom 
Summer took shape, the organizing in 
Mississippi and the South had already 
reached a tipping point, according to a 
memo in the local SNCC archives. “The 
coming summer of 1964, forebodes a 

crisis in race relations in this country 
of unprecedented magnitude. Through-
out the north and the south, the years of 
slavery and semi-slavery are coming to 
seed with increased unrest on the part 
of the Negro community. Nowhere is the 
Civil Rights Movement more prepared 
to channel the frustrations and the ag-
gregations of the Negro community than 
in Mississippi.”

The students who went to Missis-
sippi couldn’t have done anything with-
out the people, Rushing says. “All [the 
people] needed was for the movement 
to come.” 

srichardson@chicagoreporter.com

Confronting the Color 
Line: The Broken Promise 
of the Civil Rights 
Movement in Chicago
By Alan B. Anderson and 
George W. Pickering

An examination of 
Chicago’s movement 
for fair housing and 
educational equality.

In Struggle: SNCC and 
the Black Awakening of 
the 1960s
By Clayborne Carson

An exploration of the 
evolution of SNCC and 
how it helped spark 
other social protests.

The Making of Black 
Revolutionaries
By James Forman

The former executive 
secretary of SNCC gives 
a day-by-day account of 
the major events of the 
civil rights movement.

Northern Protest: Martin 
Luther King Jr., Chicago 
and the Civil Rights 
Movement
By James R. Ralph Jr.

A look at King’s attempt 
to bring the civil rights 
struggle to the North.

The River of No Return: 
The Autobiography of 
a Black Militant and the 
Life and Death of SNCC
By Cleveland Sellers with 
Robert Terrell

An insider’s account of 
the rise and fall of the 
organization and its 
strategies for change.

SNCC: The New 
Abolitionists 
By Howard Zinn

This radical historian’s 
account of the 1960s 
and SNCC has influ-
enced generations of 
social justice advocates.

Summer reads
Here are five must-reads about SNCC 
and Chicago’s connection to the freedom 
struggle by veterans and historians of the 
civil rights movement.
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PARTING SHOT  Fabric of a Family Business

June 2014
Salma Mukhi, 55, opened her first fabric store on Devon Avenue in 1996. In the years since, she has moved into a larger storefront, 

and her children have opened shops on either side. For more, go to chicagoreporter.com/salma. Photo by Emily Jan.


