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The house at 
ground zero

Chicago Lawn is deluged by 
foreclosures, but residents 
are bringing a building and 
a street back to life. Page 4
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A wheelbarrow rests against the back of 6210 S. Fairfield Ave. The two-flat in the Chicago Lawn 
neighborhood sat vacant for years until a community effort restored it. Photo by Michelle Kanaar.
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Reclaiming the avenue
The housing recovery has yet to reach the 6200 
block of South Fairfield Avenue in Chicago Lawn, 
but residents aren’t waiting for the market to 
bring back the street. Page 4.
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A vacant house can tell 
you a lot about the 
history of a neighbor-

hood. Fourteen years ago, I 
explored an abandoned house 
in an aging subdivision where 
the original owners were 
slowly dying off.

The house eventually be-
came a drug den littered with 
crack vials, fast-food wrap-
pers and cigarette butts. A 
painting of “The Last Sup-
per” hung on the living room 
wall was the last sign that the 
house had once been some-
body’s home—that and the 
cracked vinyl record of “Rain-
drops Keep Falling on My 
Head” laying in the yard. 

The cover story in this is-
sue of The Chicago Reporter is 
about a house: 6210 S. Fair-
field Ave. in Chicago Lawn. 
Reporter Angela Caputo and 
photojournalism fellow Mi-
chelle Kanaar spent weeks in 
this Southwest Side neigh-
borhood, which by 2007 
“had become ground zero in 
the foreclosure crisis.” The 
two-flat went from an own-
er-occupied residence in the 
1920s to an investor-owned 
property by the 2000s to 
a hollowed-out abandoned 
wreck by 2010, mirroring the 

decline of the neighborhood 
and the unraveling of the 
housing finance system.

The block on which 6210 
S. Fairfield sits is a micro-
cosm of the problems plagu-
ing many blocks in the South 
and West sides of Chicago, 
where the housing market 
remains in stasis. The banks, 
investors and city govern-

ment all have a hand in the 
problem. But it was the resi-
dents in the community who 
brought life back into the 
house and the street. Unlike 
the sad house I explored 14 
years ago, the story of 6210 
S. Fairfield Ave. doesn’t end 

with decay; instead, it ends 
with renewal. 

 “What a community has 
to do is zero in on a block or 
two blocks,” a housing ex-
pert told Angela. That’s not a 
systemic solution, but it can 
result in an undeniable im-
provement. In Chicago Lawn, 
a vacant house is on its way 
to becoming a home again. 

Making a house 
a home again

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.

Reporter News
In January, Sherry Skalko joined the Reporter as its new 

managing editor. Skalko is an experienced digital leader with 
an impressive record of increasing audience and exposure 
for media organizations and nonprofits. Most recently, she 
was the Midwest editorial director for Patch, AOL’s network 
of community-specific news sites, and editor of the Online 
News Association, the world’s largest nonprofit member-
ship organization for digital journalists.

In March, Investigations Editor Rui Kaneya moved on to 
pursue freelance opportunities in journalism after 15 years 
at the Reporter. Kaneya joined the organization as a Robert 
R. McCormick Tribune Minority Fellow in Urban Journalism 
and worked his way up to managing editor, where he helped 
shape the Reporter’s award-winning investigations. He later 
had a stint as interim editor during the Reporter’s search for 
a permanent editor and publisher.

Kaneya and reporter Angela Caputo were among four 
finalists for the 2013 IRE Medal award from the Investigative 
Reporters & Editors. They were recognized for data-driven 
stories that shed light on the Cook County criminal court 
system, using a database of more than 11 years of court 
records. The finalists and winners were announced in April.

A story about the Cook County criminal court system by 
Caputo, Kaneya and interns Matthew Kovac, Evan Moore 
and Latricia Polk is among five finalists for the Richard H. 
Driehaus Foundation Awards for Investigative Reporting. 
Winners will be announced May 6.

Reporter María Inés Zamudio was a mentor at Migra-
hack in México City April 5 to 7. The hackathon was spon-
sored by the Institute for Justice in Journalism and brought 
together journalists, developers, designers, nonprofits and 
community members to create projects using open data on 
immigration. 

In April, Zamudio was awarded a Bringing Home the 
World International Reporting Fellowship from the Interna-
tional Center for Journalists. She will go to Central America 
this summer to report on the sexual exploitation that women 
migrants experience as they travel to the United States. 

Photojournalism fellow Michelle Kanaar was awarded 
an Immigration in the Heartland fellowship sponsored by 
the Institute for Justice and Journalism to produce a photo 
documentary about immigrants and the minimum wage.

Photojournalism fellow Sophia Nahli Allison was select-
ed to participate in the second-annual New York Portfolio 
Review hosted by the New York Times April 5 and 6. During 
the two-day event, Pulitzer Prize-winning photojournal-
ists and photo editors critiqued the participants’ work and 
conducted workshops. 

Caputo co-led a panel entitled “How to Uncover Inequity 
and Swindlers in Subsidized Housing Programs Near You” at 
the annual Computer-Assisted Reporting (CAR) conference,  
which took place Feb. 27 to March 2 in Baltimore.

Editor and Publisher Susan Smith Richardson co-led a 
panel entitled “Telling Stories with Data” at The Media Con-
sortium annual conference Feb. 27 to March 1 in Chicago. 

Richardson also convened a panel at “A Revolutionary 
Moment: Women’s Liberation in the late 1960s and early 
1970s,” a conference sponsored by the Women’s, Gender 
and Sexuality Studies Program at Boston University March 
27 to 29.

The block on which 6210 S. 
Fairfield sits is a microcosm of the 
problems plaguing many blocks in the 

South and West sides of Chicago.

n
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Neighbors don’t know exactly when the building at 
6210 S. Fairfield Ave. became abandoned. But by 
2009, the two-flat was a hollow wreck, with chunks 
of the roof littering the rotting wood floor. 

No one looked after the building with the flat roof 
and red brick facade. Neither the bank nor the investor who had 
financed the property wanted to take care of it. Even by generous 
estimates, the building was worth only about one third of the 
$229,000 mortgage that was taken out in 2007.  

It was a typical bank walk-away. 
A gang claimed the building.
Prostitutes slipped in to hide and turn tricks. 
Gunshots rang out regularly in the alley. 
Neighbors repeatedly called police and City Hall for help.
Then a volunteer from the Inner-City Muslim Action Network, 

which has an office at the end of the block, found a girl crying next 
to the building. She had been raped in the gangway in broad daylight. 

“That, for us, was the tipping point,” says Rami Nashashibi, the 
organization’s executive director. 

Two years ago, the city mounted a red X on the front of the 
building, a sign to firefighters that it wasn’t worth saving. Like a 
death sentence. But the house would not die. 

In an unlikely turn of events, a community came together to bring 
a building, and a neighborhood, back to life.

Reclaiming 
the avenue

Courtroom sketch 
by Thomas Gianni

The housing recovery has yet to reach the 6200 
block of South Fairfield Avenue in Chicago Lawn, 
but residents aren’t waiting for the market to 
bring back the street. They’re doing it themselves.

By Angela Caputo

The two-flat at 6210 S. 
Fairfield Ave. in Chicago 
Lawn has been vacant 
since at least 2009. 
Photo illustration by 
Michelle Kanaar.
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In the six years since the housing market melted down, 
“foreclosure fatigue” has set in, as one housing researcher 
puts it. Upper-middle-class white neighborhoods across 

Chicago have shed the weight of the housing market bust, and 
homes are being snapped up for prices that rival the market’s 
peak in 2007.

But the recovery has yet to reach pockets like the 6200 
block of South Fairfield Avenue—a stretch on the city’s South-
west Side of squat, brick bungalows with a couple of two-flats 
sprinkled in. Of the 16 houses on the block, only four aren’t 
next to a vacant property, in foreclosure or worth less than the 
owner owes on the mortgage. One of them is a rectory.

In Chicago alone, there are more than 18,000 vacant single-
family homes and apartment buildings clustered mostly on 
poor or blue-collar blocks. County records show that half of 

them have likely been empty since at least 2011. More than 
one-third of the properties are what real estate experts call 
“zombies” because they exist in a netherworld of accountabil-
ity between banks and their former owners. The banks have 
filed foreclosures but haven’t completed the process, which hit 
a high of 815 days in 2013, according to RealtyTrac, a private 
real estate research firm.

Municipalities across the country and Cook County have 
filed lawsuits against banks to try to recover the costs of main-
taining blighted buildings. Chicago hasn’t. City officials say 
they’re taking a more targeted approach by pursuing code vio-
lations or taking the properties to court. 

Chicago’s Law Department has opened at least 1,100 hous-
ing court cases over the past two years against the banks that 
are in charge of the bulk of the properties.
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“We found that when banks had properties in good areas, 
they kept them nice, secure and neat,” says Deputy Corpora-
tion Counsel Judy Frydland. “In, let’s say, not-so-nice areas, 
that wasn’t the case.” 

City lawyers helped write tougher laws to hold banks ac-
countable for registering and securing the properties. The goal 
is twofold: The city has to ensure that the buildings aren’t a 
public safety hazard and that they are preserved so demolition 
isn’t the only option. Chicago taxpayers have spent $36 mil-
lion boarding up and knocking down blighted buildings during 
the past three years. Banks have kicked in very little to clean 
up the foreclosure mess. The city has recouped only $453,000 
toward the cost over that time.   

Roughly half of the vacant properties are linked to six 
banks—Bank of New York, US Bank, Bank of America, Wells 
Fargo, JPMorgan Chase and Deutsche Bank, which was the 
trustee of the loan on 6210 S. Fairfield Ave. before it was sold 
to another trust. Each of these banks does business with City 
Hall. Since the housing market collapsed in 2008, they have 
managed $1.4 billion worth of taxpayer money as depositories 
or provided credit or debt services, according to city payment 
records. 

The Rev. Anthony Pizzo can see 6210 S. Fairfield Ave. 
from the window of his study in the rectory of St. Rita 
of Cascia. Just across the street, the two-flat is a pain-

ful reminder of the problems brought on by foreclosure and 
the decline of a once-thriving neighborhood.

During the post-war boom of the 1920s, St. Rita didn’t just 

anchor the east side of Fairfield Avenue, it was the center of 
the neighborhood. A growing middle class of white managers 
and skilled laborers from the nearby stockyards flocked to the 
tidy one-and-a-half-story brick homes that line the west side 
of the street. 

In its heyday, the church, which can hold 2,000 people, was 
packed on Sundays and there were seven full-time priests as-
signed to the parish. By the late 1920s, the parish broke ground 
on a grammar school expansion and it became the largest 
Catholic grade school in Chicago. 

By the time Pizzo, or “Father Tony” as he’s better known, 
was assigned to St. Rita in 2006, subprime lending was at its 
peak. Nearly six out of 10 mortgages on single-family homes 
in a swath of the Southwest Side anchored by Chicago Lawn 
were “high cost.” Interest rates—and payments—were about 
to jump, the Woodstock Institute, a Chicago-based nonprofit 
housing research group, reported that year.  

Local housing activists initially thought the housing mar-
ket would go through a rough patch until interest rates were 
readjusted. Instead, unemployment skyrocketed and people 
with good loans lost their jobs and couldn’t make their mort-
gage payments. 

By 2007, Chicago Lawn had become ground zero in the fore-
closure crisis. A stretch of Pulaski Road between Interstate 55 
and 71st Street—which cuts through similar black and Latino 
neighborhoods—became known as “Mortgage Street,” named 
for the brokers who’d set up shop to sell loans backed by in-
vestor pools, and in some cases, major banks.

For Pizzo, the housing crisis became a moral crisis. “It’s 

The old St. Rita 
grammar school 
sits directly across 
the street from the 
two-flat at 6210 S. 
Fairfield Ave. The 
Rev. Anthony Pizzo 
(opposite page), 
who leases the 
building to Chicago 
Public Schools, says 
he was a nervous 
wreck watching 
children walk past 
the empty structure 
on their way to 
school. Photos by 
Michelle Kanaar.  
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hard for me to drive through my own neighborhood because I 
see these boarded-up houses,” he says. “I think, ‘Oh, God, this 
is where my people live.’”

Pizzo started keeping a map of foreclosures in Chicago 
Lawn taped to the wall in his office.  Hundreds of tiny red dots 
are clustered in every corner, except an industrial zone and 
Marquette Park, which covers 323-acres. 

“The first time I saw the map, that’s when I realized it was 
a disease,” Pizzo says. 

The two-flat at 6210 S. Fairfield was a daily reminder of 
the disease that had infected the community. Pizzo thought 
about photographing the building or sending his maintenance 
man over to secure it, but he was worried about trespassing on 
private property. He called Mike Reardon to help him line up a 
meeting with Deutsche Bank, which initially held the loan on 
the property. Reardon is the longtime director of the Chicago 
Lawn office of Neighborhood Housing Services, a nonprofit 
revitalization organization.

“We’re going to have to go to Berlin,” which is where the 
bank’s headquarters are located, Reardon told him.

In 2010, Pizzo and members of the Southwest Organizing 
Project, an organization with 30 local religious institutions, 
schools and nonprofit members, including the Inner-City 
Muslim Action Network, used what he calls their “power in 
numbers” to help them meet with bankers. They met with 
former-Mayor Richard M. Daley’s brother, Bill Daley, a vice 
president at JPMorgan Chase. The following year, community 
members pressed Bank of America to send a delegation to St. 
Rita where they tried to appeal to the bankers’ conscience.

The community asked for loan modifications to avert more 
foreclosures and pressed for solutions to reoccupy the homes. 
By then, the number of empty homes was piling up. 

Bank of America and JPMorgan Chase pledged to try to do 
more. But behind the scenes, the financial industry, which has 
the most lobbyists at City Hall, was working to kill an ordi-
nance that would hold banks accountable for registering and 
maintaining vacant homes. The banking industry countered 
that in many cases banks were only servicing the loans on be-
half of investors. Since they didn’t hold the title, they shouldn’t 
be held responsible. The ordinance was adopted in 2011.

“The banks crafted their comments so well and they made 
you feel like you’ve been heard,” Pizzo says.

In time, it became obvious that the commitments to do 
more were empty promises.

Nashashibi says that every time he and fellow advocates 
identified a troubled property that they hoped to take off a 
bank’s hands, they got the same response: “We don’t own it.”

On Christmas Eve 2011, Pizzo visited a parishioner who 
showed him a loan modification document he got from Bank 
of America. It sums up the responses they got from the banks: 
$75 was knocked off the man’s monthly mortgage payment. 
“Really, $75?” Pizzo says. “Is that even going to help people?”

Andrew Durden stands on the front porch of his yellow-
brick two-flat, ticking off the names and addresses of 
people on the block who’ve gone through foreclosure. 

The building at 6210 S. Fairfield Ave. was the first one left 
for dead. A house owned by Jessie Talbert, a woman in her 
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80s who lived six doors down, is the most recent to go into 
foreclosure. 

Last year, Durden, who neighbors call “Drew,” noticed that 
something was amiss when he saw “Ms. Jessie” cutting her 
front lawn with a pair of scissors. By his estimate, the grass 
was 18 inches tall.

“I said, ‘What are you doing?’
“She said, ‘What do you think I’m doing?’
“I said, ‘You’re cutting your grass with scissors.’
“She said, ‘Mind your business.’”
Then, Durden says, she paused, looked back at him and 

asked him to cut her lawn. 
The next thing he knew, he and his wife were cleaning out 

her house, which was packed with garbage. 
Durden is a slim 57-year-old whose figure was shaped by 

his younger days as an all-star tumbler at Carver Park in Alt-
geld Gardens, the public housing community where President 
Barack Obama cut his teeth as a community organizer. As an 
adult, Durden became a booster for the tumbling program, 

which he credits with teaching him the power of community. 
“I take care of everything this way,” Durden says pointing 

south, starting with 6210 S. Fairfield Ave., which was quickly 
deteriorating when he moved onto the block in 2008.

The basement windows were wide open, a car was aban-
doned in the yard and a neighborhood mechanic started dump-
ing tires and car parts on the property.

“There was people coming in and out of there everyday,” 
Durden says, his gaze locked on the two-flat. “They were 
drinking, drugging, living, sexing, gang-banging and probably 
raping girls in there.”

He called police when he heard gunshots in the alley and 
when homeless people lit fires in the house to stay warm. “The 
police kept coming back and back,” Durden says. 

They came so often that when somebody set the garage on 
fire, a sergeant told him, “I wish it would burn down.”

When a truck full of men arrived one day, Durden was 
hopeful that someone had bought the building. 

They turned out to be scrappers—thieves who strip vacant 

A snapshot of vacancies
About three-quarters of more than 18,000 vacant single-
family homes and apartment buildings in Chicago are 
concentrated in communities of color. Properties in black and 
Latino neighborhoods are less likely to be bought at auction 
and one of every two repossessed by a lender is in a black 
neighborhood.
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Damage over time
The longer properties remain vacant, the more 
damage they incur, making them less attractive to 
buy and rehab.
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    Bank-owned properties completed the 
foreclosure process, but in the absence of a buyer 
were repossessed by a lender. 
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buildings of copper pipes, electrical wires and hardware and 
sell them. 

“For three or four days, they were in there gutting the prop-
erty,” he says. “They were coming back like they had a job.”

By the time the Inner-City Muslim Action Network 
turned its attention to the building, the two-flat had 
been completely stripped. The copper pipes and electri-

cal wires were dug out of the walls. The boiler was gone. The 
kitchen cabinets, the rear fence and even a toilet were stolen. 

It didn’t take much to rally people from the block around 
6210 S. Fairfield Ave. Pizzo was already calling the alderman 
because he was a nervous wreck watching children walk past 
the empty building on their way to school. 

Durden had gotten out his drill in a futile attempt to seal 
the front door. “The bank wasn’t going to keep it up,” he says. 
“I figured if I didn’t take care of it, mine would go bad.”

Other people wanted to help adopt the building as well. Ms. 
Eva, an elderly woman who lives a few doors down, sent her 
two foster children to help. They worked with others to till a 
plot where they grew mint and squash.

Their bigger challenge was getting the building noticed be-
yond the block. 

Owners and managers are supposed to register vacant prop-
erties every six months. But between 2009 and 2013, no one 
registered 6210 S. Fairfield Ave., and no one was cited for fail-
ing to comply. Neighbors called 311 to complain that the front 
door was wide open. The city paid $526 to have it boarded up, 
but there were no building-code violations issued after that. 

Business ties
Almost half of vacant properties in Chicago have ties to 
financial institutions that have done business with the city 
since the mortgage meltdown in 2008.  

Bank Vacants City business since 2008

Bank of New York 844 $854m

US Bank 1,307                           $327m

Bank of America 1,791           $114m

Wells Fargo 1,797      $60m

JPMorgan Chase 1,863    $29m

Deutsche Bank 1,148   $2m

Total 8,750 $ 1.4 billion

Source: Clerk of the Circuit Court of Cook County, Record Information Services, Inc. and the 
City of Chicago; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.

Taking the building to housing court seemed like the best 
way to “smoke out” the owners’ identity, Nashashibi says. By 
that time, Deutsche Bank had sold the property to an elusive 
trust. Each time the case came up, a delegation of neighbors—
including some who were dealing with their own foreclosure 
drama—went to court. “We were able to show that we are seri-
ous about this building,” Nashashibi says. 

The new owners never stepped forward, and within months, 

Andrew Durden lives next door to 6210 S. Fairfield Ave. During the years that the building sat vacant, Durden repeatedly called the police to report 
gang activity. He said the police would come, but the gangbangers kept coming back. Photo by Michelle Kanaar.  
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the city claimed the property and named an arm of Neighbor-
hood Housing Services as the caregiver. The Inner-City Mus-
lim Action Network bought it last August, nearly two years 
after the housing court case was filed. An investor from Qatar 
put up some money to help rebuild. Within a month, the or-
ganization hired a group of workers, including Levie Jackson, 
to rehab 6210 S. Fairfield Ave. through its reentry program for 
returning prisoners. The 40-year-old had just been released 
from prison after serving 20 years for a murder conviction.

Neighbors were winning the battle for 6210 S. Fairfield, but 
the neighborhood was still losing the war on foreclosures, Na-
shashibi says. “We knew all along that this is one building in a 
neighborhood of many other buildings like it.”

To jump-start the local housing market, he and other 
members of the Southwest Organizing Project decided to draw 
a ring around a corner of the neighborhood with the largest 
number of chronically vacant properties—between West-
ern Avenue and Kedzie Boulevard, and 51st and 74th streets.  
Among the 100 buildings they are hoping to rehab is a board-
ed-up apartment building just around the corner from 6210 S. 
Fairfield Ave.

“If we can stabilize a fixed set of blocks in Chicago Lawn,” 
Nashashibi says, “we can create a semblance of normal.”

Jerry Peppers isn’t the oldest person on the 6200 block of 
South Fairfield Avenue, but he’s lived there the longest. 
Because of his seniority, more than his age, people refer to  

   him as “Mr. Peppers” as a nod of respect.
Peppers, a retired postal worker, moved from Englewood in 

1990 when moving across Western Avenue was a big step up. 
His new bungalow was much sturdier than the wooden house 
he’d been renting, and his new street was also quieter.

Peppers and his next-door neighbor, Ms. Eva, were the 
first black people on the block. As more people of color fol-
lowed, the white homeowners “booked up,” Peppers says with 
a chuckle.

The neighborhood had a history of racial tension, which the 
entire nation learned about when the Rev. Martin Luther King 
Jr. led an open housing march there in 1966. Hundreds of angry 
white people protested the march. One carried a sign that read: 
“King would look good with a knife in his back,” according to 
the Chicago Tribune. 

Real estate agents pandered to the fear of white homeown-
ers and offered to buy their homes on the cheap, only to flip 
them at inflated prices to black and Latino families. 

In 1960, only three black people lived in Chicago Lawn, ac-
cording to the U.S. Census Bureau. By 1990, white residents 
made up less than half, or 43 percent, of the population.

Even as the neighborhood changed, Jackson says black peo-
ple had to be careful going near Marquette Park after dusk. 

Despite the exodus of white residents, Chicago Lawn was 
one of the fastest-growing neighborhoods in the city until 
the foreclosure crisis. Between 2005 and 2008, the number of 
homes in foreclosure jumped from 314 to 800, according to the 
Institute for Housing Studies at DePaul University. 

Then the housing market began to spiral.
At 58, with chronic lung disease, Peppers says the upkeep 

of his house is too much for him. “I’d like to move,” he says, 
but under current housing market conditions, he doesn’t 
think it’s possible. 

Peppers bought the bungalow for $59,000 in 1990. He refi-
nanced it to make some home improvements a couple of years 
back. Now, he owes the bank $146,000—nearly twice what he 
thinks the house is worth. “It would be hard [to move] because 
nobody would give me that for it.” 

It doesn’t help that Ms. Jessie’s house, which is next door, 
is vacant and in foreclosure court. 

Home values are based on what the real estate industry calls 
“comps” or price of comparable units in the area, which today 
is about half of the average outstanding loan on a house that 
has been foreclosed on. 

Peppers keeps tabs on what’s happening with Ms. Jessie’s 
place. He heard from another neighbor that somebody already 
broke in and ripped out the copper piping. 

“People come by to look at it, to buy it, all the time,” Peppers 
says. “Mostly Mexican families.”
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Ghian Foreman, the executive director of Chicago’s  
Greater Southwest Development Corporation, likens 
the city’s vacant property problem to a forest fire. 

“You have to stop it fast,” he says. 
He points to neighborhoods on the city’s West Side where 

hundreds of lots have sat vacant and weed-strewn since build-
ings were burned down during rioting in the late 1960s. “What 
you cannot afford to do is wait,” he says, signaling to West 
Englewood, the neighborhood just a few blocks east of Chicago 

Lawn. The number of empty homes and vacant lots in West 
Englewood seems to rival the occupied ones.

How to stop blight from spreading in neighborhoods like 
Chicago Lawn is a question that community development ex-
perts have grappled with since the housing market collapsed 
six years ago. 

Rob Grossinger, a vice president of the nonprofit Enterprise 
Community Partners Inc. who oversees neighborhood stabili-
zation programs in Chicago and across the country, says what’s 

Jerry Peppers, who lives at 6222 S. Fairfield Ave., was one of the first African Americans to move into the neighborhood in 1990. As more people of 
color followed, many white homeowners left, he says. Photo by Michelle Kanaar.  
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happening on this small stretch of South Fairfield is often a 
neighborhood’s best hope for recovery. 

“What a community has to do is zero in on a block or two 
blocks,” he says. “You might have six financial institutions to 
deal with, but at the neighborhood level, these are people who 
are willing to do it.”

But he concedes that it isn’t exactly a systemic solution. 
Some suggest that City Hall should treat banks like it does 

other scofflaws and cut off the flow of public business when 
they are in violation of vacant property maintenance laws. 

David McDowell, the senior organizer with the Southwest 
Organizing Project, says that local leaders pressed city officials 
to consider it a couple of years ago. After a meeting with an 
aide to Mayor Rahm Emanuel, he concluded, “that will not 
happen.”

The message from City Hall: The public needs the banks 
more than the banks need the public.

McDowell says city officials explained that each bank has 

special bonding capacity, and they need to keep those relation-
ships for future borrowing.

Not everyone thinks financial institutions have the upper 
hand. A former banker who asked not to be identified said, “It 
is a fear that someday the city is going to write an ordinance 
that they can no longer do business with the city.” 

Jim Capraro, a Chicago Lawn native who was executive di-
rector of the Greater Southwest Development Corporation for 
30 years until 2010, says there are other ways that City Hall 
could apply pressure.

“Maybe the city ought to put a lien against [banks’] real 
property and then send them a bill,” Capraro says. “That would 
get their attention.”

According to Chicago’s Law Department, the city places 
liens on bank-owned properties, but it’s not an option when 
the bank is only managing a loan on behalf of investors.

Russ Cross, a senior vice president and regional director 
with Wells Fargo Home Mortgage, says that his bank has sent 

Online
Listen to community members 
describe life on their block 
and learn about IMAN’s 
Green Re-Entry Project at 
chicagoreporter.com/6210



CHICAGOREPORTER.COM   |   THE CHICAGO REPORTER   13

the message to investors that they shouldn’t walk away from 
vacant properties. “We had to get quite aggressive with inves-
tor groups to say to them, ‘We don’t do this and we don’t be-
lieve in doing this.’”

Representatives from Wells Fargo, JPMorgan Chase and 
Bank of America all concede that it’s easier to move vacant 
properties off their books when they own the loans, rather 
than investors. A growing number of properties held exclu-
sively by banks are being handed over to nonprofits.   

The newly formed Cook County Land Bank Authority, 
which is the largest in the nation, will help oversee some of 
the donations. Cook County Commissioner Bridget Gainer 
says she wants to make sure banks aren’t dumping low-value 
properties on already distressed neighborhoods. 

“The land bank has the infrastructure to say [to banks], 
‘Thank you very much but I need X dollars for demolition, 
and you’re going to have to cover the tax liability,’” she adds. 
“We’re working under a ‘You broke it, you bought it’ scenario.”

On a recent brisk afternoon, the construction crew 
is putting the finishing touches on 6210 S. Fairfield 
Ave., almost nine months after Jackson landed the job 

through the Inner-City Muslim Action Network.

The boards have come off the windows, and a new front 
door makes it look like a home again. Jackson, who has the 
brawn of a linebacker, looks built for construction work. He 
stands on a pile of dirt in the basement competing to be heard 
over an electric drill. The floor shakes each time a hammer 
whacks a new wood plank into place upstairs.

“I was surprised that we were able to save the building,” he 
says at the top of his voice. “If you looked at it from the begin-
ning, you were like, ‘Tear it down.’” 

The red X, which was once mounted on the building, sits 
next to the back door. Now, it is a keepsake and a reminder of 
the importance of second chances.

Jackson and the other workers who have helped rehab the 
two-flat will be first in line for one of the two apartments. 
“Whoever’s house this is, it’s going to be a nice place,” he says.

The facade, a hand-carved oak stairwell, a couple of support 
beams and some rusty hinges are the only remnants of the old 
building at 6210 S. Fairfield Ave.

“Once we gutted the building we saw there’s still some life,” 
Jackson says. “Slowly it’s getting a heartbeat.”

Contributing: María Inés Zamudio and Latricia Polk.  

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com

Levie Jackson (opposite page) works in the basement of 6210 S. Fairfield Ave. Jackson, who is part of the Inner-City Muslim Action Network’s 
Green Re-Entry Project, began working on the building in October. By late March (above), the rehab was nearly complete. Photos by Michelle Kanaar.  



COVER STORY  The House at Ground Zero

14   THE CHICAGO REPORTER   |   Spring 2014

By María Inés Zamudio

During a recent housing workshop 
held at Gage Park High School on 
Chicago’s Southwest Side, David 

McDowell asked a small group of nearby 
residents, “If I had $1 million to invest 
in a neighborhood, can you tell me why I 
should invest it here instead of another 
neighborhood?”

It took a few minutes for someone to 
answer. “We are centrally located,” one 
woman said. Then another woman add-
ed: “We have diverse schools.”

McDowell, the senior organizer 
with the Southwest Organizing Project, 
known as SWOP, scribbled the answers. 
He’s keeping a list of why people like 
living in the neighborhood as part of a 
plan to stabilize the community through 
matching potential homeowners with 

vacant properties. 
The population has been declining in 

neighborhoods like Gage Park and Chi-
cago Lawn, in no small part because of 
the 2008 foreclosure crisis.  

Banks have held on to vacant proper-
ties for years hoping their value would 
increase, but the homes have sat empty 
losing value each year. After the height 
of the crisis, the federal government 
poured millions into the hardest-hit 

Match-makers
Community group is turning neighborhood redevelopment on its head

Community activists have identified stretches of chronically vacant properties on the Southwest Side, like the 6300 block of South Campbell 
Avenue. They are trying to stabilize the area by attracting new homeowners and long-term renters. Photo by Sophia Nahli Allison.  
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neighborhoods to entice developers to 
rehab vacant properties and sell them. 
But despite the investment, it was hard 
to find buyers because few people want-
ed to move into those areas.

And now, many of these vacant prop-
erties are worth as little as $20,000, so 
investors would take a big hit if they re-
habbed them and tried to sell them. 

“We had to step in and do some-
thing,” McDowell said. 

SWOP started raising money to re-
store the homes and create a market for 
them. But unlike the federal program, 
which focused on rehabbing vacant 
properties, the nonprofit organization 
focuses on identifying people in the 
neighborhood who want to stay and out-
siders who would have a vested interest 
in restoring the community. 

SWOP has secured about $8 million 
to buy vacant properties and has part-
nered with a private developer, Brin-
shore Development, to rehab them. The 
goal is to sell the properties for about 
$80,000 each to families that want to 
stay in the neighborhood—part of the 
organization’s “Reclaiming Southwest 
Chicago” campaign. 

Illinois Attorney General Lisa Madi-
gan promised SWOP $3 million from a 
predatory lending settlement. The state 
pledged the nonprofit an additional $4 
million, and the city promised anoth-
er $900,000. The organization is still 
waiting for the money and hasn’t yet 
bought any properties.

The plan is to rehab 120 units, in-
cluding multifamily dwellings and flats. 
SWOP hopes to attract other investors 

who will then buy more properties, Mc-
Dowell said.

Tomas, a 35-year-old Mexican immi-
grant, has lived in Chicago for 20 years. 
He is the kind of person SWOP is hoping 
to match with a new home. 

 He, his wife and three children live in 
a small two-bedroom apartment in Little 
Village. “It would mean a lot for me and 
my children to have something we can 
call our own,” he said in Spanish. 

Tomas, who declined to give his full 
name for fear of being deported, works 
two jobs and has been able to save 
enough for a down payment. He has a 
temporary government-issued number 
he uses to pay his taxes. Legally, undoc-
umented immigrants in the U.S. can buy 
property.

In Chicago Lawn, there are hundreds 
of bank-owned vacant properties to 
choose from. About 585 properties have 
been empty since 2008 and another 
1,025 homes are facing foreclosure, ac-
cording to court records. 

Norma Rollins, a Gage Park resident 
whose house is in foreclosure, attended 
McDowell’s housing workshop at Gage 
Park High School. She is hopeful that the 
organization’s focus on people will help 
restore the neighborhood. 

 “I remember the day I moved in. The 
front yard was green, and my children 
played with other kids,” said Rollins, 
who moved to the neighborhood in 2001.

Today, about four or five properties 
on her block are vacant. These empty 
houses have been turned into drug stash 
houses, and they attract gang members, 
she said. “I felt unsafe letting my kids 
walk” near the vacant properties, she 
added.

Rollins has fallen behind on payments 
on her adjustable rate loan. She said she 
now owes $180,000 on a property that is 
not worth half that amount. 

She doesn’t want to walk away from 
the house where her children grew up 
and the place she calls home. “I want 
to help keep the neighborhood strong,” 
she said. “We need to invest in our 
community.” 

mzamudio@chicagoreporter.com

“I remember the day 
I moved in. The front 
yard was green, and 
my children played 
with other kids.”
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By Linda García Merchant

For many Latinas and women under 40, 
feminism is associated with “bra burn-
ers,” a misnomer that has become part of 

the narrative of the women’s liberation move-
ment of the ’60s and ’70s. Coupled with the 
elevation of three white women—Bella Ab-
zug, Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem—as 
the standard bearers of modern feminism, 
it’s easy to see why many young Latinas don’t 

know the contributions of women of color or 
the history of the movement.

I can speak to those rich contributions 
because I saw them up close as the daughter 
of a fearlessly liberated woman, Ruth “Rhea” 
Mojica Hammer. In the early ’70s, my mother 
was a Latina pioneer in Chicago television and 
politics. She co-hosted two community-based 
TV shows, and she was the first Latino to run 
for congressional office in Illinois.

I watched Ruth endure an election cam-
paign that attempted to show that Latinos 

Moving Latinas beyond 
Bella, Betty and bra burning
Ruth “Rhea” Mojica 
Hammer appeared regularly 
on community-based 
television shows, including 
WBBM-TV’s “Common 
Ground,” with longtime 
Chicago broadcaster 
Warner Saunders, in 1972.

Photos courtesy of Ruth Mojica 
Hammer private collection.
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were ready to organize, to be involved in local 
politics and to show that they had the voting 
power to make a difference. Her candidacy 
meant living with death threats and Team-
ster bodyguards towering over her 5-foot-
2-inch frame everywhere we went. It meant 
withstanding the personal and professional 
stigma after losing the congressional race in 
1972. I remember the helplessness and rage I 
felt when I heard the whispered conversations 
about ballot boxes floating in the river several 
months after the election.

Ruth moved on to the national scene. She 
served two terms on the governing body of 
the National Women’s Political Caucus, the 
political arm of the movement. My moth-
er met presidents, spoke at a White House 
press conference, managed and supported lo-
cal campaigns and mentored dozens of young 
professional Latinas back home in Chicago.

I grew up in this reality and yet, almost 
three decades later, could find no information 
about Latinas in the women’s movement. My 
solution to this problem came in two parts. I 
started a film production company and pro-
duced “Las Mujeres de la Caucus Chicana,” 
“Women of the Chicana Caucus.” It was about 
a sisterhood I had grown up with and that 
taught me my first lessons about feminism.

“Las Mujeres” is not just a film about six 
Latinas in the movement; it allows each wom-
an to share how she comes to an awareness 
and acceptance of her activism. For example, 
in 1960, when librarian Martha Piña first saw 
architecture student Juan Cotera in an El Paso 
library, she took off her engagement ring. As 
the conversation progressed, she realized that 
he was a better match for her than her fiancé. 
She was right. Their marriage in 1963 became 
a partnership based on principles of social 
justice. Juan’s intelligence and confidence 
challenges hers. He is equally interested in 
how the world works and how to find ways to 
make it better.

I always had a rapport with the women 
featured in “Mujeres.” We had a phone his-
tory that included conversations about school, 
grades and my health. I met them twice—in 
1972, at the first Midwest Latina Conference in 
South Bend, Ind., and in 1977, at the Interna-
tional Women’s Year conference in Houston.

At the Houston conference, Chicanas and 
Latinas were passionately debating the issues 
without worrying about being nice. I found 
so much courage at the conference that a few 

weeks later I called my mom to tell her I was 
switching my major from political science to 
photography. Houston helped me create my 
own voice, equal in power and purpose to any 
man, woman or mom.

While Houston was a turning point for 
my feminist development, I didn’t become 
an activist. I knew at a very young age that 
I didn’t want a public life. To me, that meant 
bodyguards, financial hardship and tremen-
dous sacrifice for a community that wouldn’t 
often reciprocate. It would take 31 years, and 
the realization that Chicana history had been 
erased, for me to claim my political voice.

I got involved in a national oral history 
project, Chicana Por Mi Raza, which docu-
ments the stories of Chicana/Latina femi-
nists. It was created by another daughter of 
the movement, Maria Cotera, an associate 
professor in American Culture and Women’s 
Studies at the University of Michigan.

Chicana Por Mi Raza works with student 
researchers to identify and collect materi-
als and oral history interviews from Latinas 
working in the Chicano and women’s move-
ments. As production assistants, research as-
sistants and data curators, students connect 
to these Latina feminists through the care-
ful handling and production of the women’s 
histories. The goal of the project is to create 
a virtual repository of their recollections for 
study by present and future scholars.

To date, the Chicana Por Mi Raza project 
has produced more than 40 interviews and 
1,000 digitized documents, and created three 
state-based oral history initiatives: the Somos 
Latinas project at the University of Wiscon-
sin-Madison, the MAPBW Collection at the 
University of Illinois Chicago and the Com-
munity Stories project at the University of 
Michigan.

Someday soon, there will be too many 
names of Latina feminists to remember.

Ruth “Rhea” Mojica 
Hammer, Liliana 
Alcala and Blanca 
Vargas work the 
phone lines during 
the call-in show 
“Ayuda!” on WCIU-
TV, Channel 26.

“I knew at a 
very young 
age that I 
didn’t want a 
public life. ... 
It would take 
31 years, and 
the realization 
that Chicana 
history had 
been erased, 
for me to claim 
my political 
voice.”

Linda Garcia Merchant, an 
award-winning filmmaker and 
independent scholar, is technical 
director of Chicana Por Mi Raza, 
a member of the LGBT Giving 
Council of the Chicago Foundation 
for Women and a board member 
of the Chicago Area Women’s 
History Council.n
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T
he words can be soft like a pillow 
or hard like bullets. They can be 
comforting like grandma’s hands or 
cold like handcuffs. 

Words are powerful. If the pen 
is mightier than the sword, how powerful can a 
voice be? That’s the idea behind Chicago’s Louder 
Than a Bomb, one of the largest youth poetry 
festivals in the world. The festival’s title actually 
comes from the name of a track on the classic 
Public Enemy album “It Takes a Nation of Millions 
to Hold Us Back.”

Each year the festival puts more than 1,000 
young poets from Chicago-area middle and high 
schools together in a furious battle of words that 
validates and celebrates their view of the world. 
Founded in 2001 by poet and author Kevin Coval, 
the festival is the signature project of the Young 
Chicago Authors, a nonprofit that looks to help 
youth across the city transform their lives through 
writing, poetry and performance. Throughout the 
year, young people learn to become wordsmiths 

through open-mic 
performances, a 
writing program 
rooted in nonfiction 
and elements 
of journalism, a 

workshop that teaches the artistry of beat-making 
and emceeing, and instruction in writing poetry 
and performing spoken word.

But it’s Louder Than a Bomb that’s the soul of 
the Young Chicago Authors: a mic, a stage, a pen, 
a page, an attitude. The judges grade the poets’ 
words and performance, determining whether 
they’ll advance to the next round. There are five 
rounds per competition. The audience grades 
them, too, but with finger snaps and applause. In 
that moment on stage, one voice is truly louder 
than a bomb. 

Here are a few poems and poets that were 
featured in this year’s Louder Than a Bomb 
competition, and a poem by a teaching artist with 
Young Chicago Authors. 

For more information 
about the Young Chicago 
Authors program, visit 
youngchicagoauthors.org.

Words
   are their 
weapons
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Sejahari Villegas of Kuumba 
Lynx performs during the final 
round of the Louder Than a 
Bomb poetry competition 
March 15 at the Cadillac 
Palace Theatre downtown. 
Photo by Sebastian Lama.
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By Team Englewood

Hide Your Schools, Hide Your Homes, Hide Your 
Children, Cause He’s Wrecking it All

Hammer in one hand paint brush in the other
Rahm Emanuel is single-handedly destroying our 

city
Mr. Wreck-It Rahm
look what Chicago is becoming
bending the rules to fit in the lie of building a new 

Chicago
building new streets
when his own plan got some potholes

Tearing down our dreams
it’s getting really windy in these streets
Red Xs mark the spots where his wrecking balls 

are next to drop

We are not included in the Blue Print of the New 
Chicago: we’re being pushed out

our buildings transformed into condos—and we 
know those AIN’T FOR US

Thermal shock is setting in from the whipping 
wind of the heartless sins

of the mayor

Wreck-It 
Rahm
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Team Englewood’s 
“Wreck-It Rahm” 
received the “Chuck 
D Lyrical Terrorist 
Award” at this year’s 
Louder Than a Bomb 
competition. From 
left: David Holmes, 
Alicia Hinton, Dallas 
Battle and Kenyatta 
Tolbert. Photo by 
Sebastian Lama.

Norfolk Railroads is pushing us southern folk out
Homes replaced with tracks
that will be laid
where our heads used to
If drywall could talk 
it would speak many prayers to keep our homes
now vacant lots that hold lots of remnants
of 60 years of backyard barbecues,
baby showers
and when electric sliding was the superpower of 

the summer
55th and Normal
we are losing all of this

Torturing, tormenting us as we choke on the 
ashes of our memories

*Cough Cough*
Let’s hope we don’t get sick
Because he’s closing all our clinics
He needs to get treated
And then maybe we can sew back on the other 

half of the middle finger 
that he has been giving us

It’s almost as if he’s E Manuel of E-Limination
Exportation!
Extermination!
Eradication!

Step one: Take away our schools
Step two: Put them out their home
Lastly: Destroy it all and 
Deny Deny Deny
But remember to always keep a straight face when 

you lie!

Try to pour the cheap paint over our eyes while 
stealing dollars from under our mattresses 

There’s not enough? Close their schools
But he’s building a new DePaul stadium
Using our TIF funds to Transform the South Loop 

into the Promised Land of redevelopment 

and some river walk
of course downtown
The paint is starting to streak
Building a new Chicago or extending a new lie!
How can a city so in debt blueprint something so 

expensive?

Banneker Elementary—Closed
Woods Elementary—Closed
Yale Elementary—Closed 

The paint is cracking
From every west side basketball brotherhood
To south side sisterhood bonds through 

pompoms
And every poetry team that had dreamed of being 

on this very stage
has been ripped apart,
Goodbye

Bad foundation for our future generations
struggling with 40 students in one class
so they learn from the streets
There’s not money for our schools, but there’s 

enough to build a New Chicago 
But that New Chicago is NOT for us.
The paint is wearing thin and so was our patience
Irreparable damage has already been done

Time to stop the destruction of OUR city
Prevent the further corruption of our already 

twisted politics of Chicago

25% of Chicago schoolchildren won’t amount to 
anything 

25
50
75
100% sure that we will be something 
See Rahm we are mathematicians 
your lies are adding up
and this new Chicago is just another one of them



By Dominique Chestand

It is kind and gentle, 
loving of all things,
including Itself,
at first.

It knows Itself to be beautiful,
unafraid of the mirror,
or the bodies that mirror It.
ignorant of ugly,
of destruction,
of fear.

It is then told what is ugly.
what is perverted.
what is inside out.
what needs to be reversed.
even when reversal is impossible.

It mimics what It is not.
and fails every day.

to protect Its territory,
everything that is familiar,
It will bury itself.
burn Its skin.
crush the bone.

It will walk away uninhabited.
unfamiliar with Itself.
It will fear Itself.
It will maim any body
that smells of the meat
It has left behind.
It will dash the prey’s heart out.

And when It discovers
the beast It has become.
It will find Its own grave.
It will dig.
It will muddy together
Its own scraps.

or It will find a cavity to lie in.

A natural history 
of the queer 
black body
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Dominique Chestand, a 
teaching artist with Young 

Chicago Authors, was the 
co-host of this year’s 

Louder Than a Bomb 
finals competition.  

Photo by 
Sebastian Lama.



By Omari Ferrell, Kenwood Academy
Bag of Frooties for a dollar!
Pack of socks for five!
Headphones for seven!
But I’ll give you $10 for a conversation.
A soldier died in my arms once, and the only person I had to talk to was the 

officer when they took away his dead body. 
I watched my mother overdose in front of me and not once did I say anything. 
I remained silent while the tortuous kids of my 7th-grade class labeled me the 

offspring of a dope fiend.
“Dope fiends don’t have money…” they said. “Dope fiends only eat dog food.”
So since 7th grade, I’ve been Dogfood.
My name ain’t Dogfood.

Dogfood ain’t get hugs from his foster parents like they gave their kids.
Dogfood’s nights were always cold.
Dogfood had a house, but he never had a home.

My name ain’t Dogfood!
It was so easy for them to talk about me or around me, but never did they 

consider talking to me. 
I’m OK, their words don’t hurt, and if I lie long enough, maybe I’ll start 

to believe it. 
I’m an adult now, and I’ve heard words dirtier than I am.
Words that say you can be anything you wanna be if you believe. 
Singin’ songs like “anything is possible no matter how impossible it 

seems.”
I wanted to play catch with a dad that wasn’t there.
I wanted to stop my mother from shooting up when my 

brother was shot down.
I wanted to stop my baby brother from getting shot down!
And I wanna make a sour life sweet…
I want my words to pierce through your mental handicap 

making you choose to be blind!
Making you choose to make me out to be criminal!
DAMMIT!!! I was born to be a criminal. I was always told 

that I would be a Beast, or a monster, or a nigga, or 
dogfood!

My name ain’t Dogfood!
I need a conversation so I can tell you that the soldier that 

died in my arms was my baby brother, and he, like me, 
has never left this nation… soldiers like us never do.

I need a conversation…
So I’m selling Frooties for a dollar! So something in your life 

will be sweet.
Pack of socks for five! So you will be comfortable in your 

shoes as you run away from my truths.
Headphones for seven! So you don’t have to listen to my 

truths, and remain ignorant to the realities I’ve become 
entirely too used to. 

Or you can take my $10 donation for a conversation. I won’t 
tell you these things, I will simply let you know that my 
name is not Dogfood, don’t ever believe this…

My name is Lewis. 

Dogfood
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Omari Ferrell, a student at 
Kenwood Academy, was 

a finalist in this year’s 
Louder Than a Bomb 

competition. Photo 
by Sara Faraj.
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