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Robert Taylor, 17, leams abawt the food he harests
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A SOUTH SIDE OASIS:
THE GARY COMER YOUTH CENTER
ROOFTOP GARDEN

BY HUNTER SHEFFIELD
PHOTOS BY GRANT KESSLER

“Today is a dreamy day o be
harvesting,” says garden man-
ager Marji Hess as she demon-
straces how to gently snip the
morning yield of muscard
~ greens from the rooftop gar-
den ar che Gary Comer Youth
Center in the 7200 block of S,
Inglesicde Avenue, The plot en-
compasses a third of an acre
three stories up from the cco-
nomically blighted ciry streets
i and is a shining example of
what Mayor Richard M,
Daley sees for the future of
this ever greening city.

“When it is overcast and
cool, the plants have retained
all of their sugars, Onee it gets
hot out, then they give thac
up,” she says as she explains the chemical breakdowns within che greens
she shares with two reenage

.

Jameon Hillaed snips greens i'11h!. GCYC moftop gander

employees, Dameon Hillard and
Robert Taylor, The duo participazes
in the renowned Gary Comer
Youth Center culinary training
program, which offers opportunities to disadvantaged youths in the
South Shore neighborhood. They are here to soak up knowledge while
in the garden and use cheir skills tending plants, harvesting and cooking
for their peers in the stare of the art kitchen at the center,

*These guys are the work horses in the kitchen,” according to Karen
Armije, Culinary Director at the GCYC. Armijo says the young men
are part of a team that heats and serves a daily meal for 175 children
during the week. The culinary program also offers cooking classes for
children from third graders to high schoolers and reaches business skills
to teenagers as they develop marketing opportunities for the produce
from the rooftop garden.

“This summer we'll have an After School Marters program where
high school students will do an entire marketing plan to set up a
farmers market. They will set prices and talk about packaging; they have
to write a business plan,” explains Armije. The teens will ply cheir skills
and contribute to a community outreach program at the center called
"Harvest Table" which operates like a farmers market on site, This pro-
gram makes fresh food more accessible to many low income residents in

“When I'm up here, | feel like I'm on
top of the world”-Dameon Hillard, 18

the neighborhood as well as safe job opportunitics for its children.

"The community is still a vulnerable community” Hess continues.
"Being outside feels unsafe. And so this is a real respite, to come here
{to the rooftop) where they can let down their guard, they can explore
something new,

"When I'm up here, I feel like I'm on top of the world," says Dameon
Hillard, a broad grin lighting up the 18 year olds face. *I'm new so I'm
learning like how to harvest things; I'm going to be working here this
summer and I'm going to be learning more.”

Robere Taylor, 17, adds, "I work downstairs in the Culinary Art
department and [ just wonder where does this food come from that 1
cook? I want to learn more about ic”

As they move through the rows in the meticulously designed
garden, Hess points out another crop, “This is our lavender bed. I've
been told thae pastry chefs will be quite interested in this” she notes.
Several Chicago restaurants source produce from this garden,
including Frontera Grill, The Everest Boom and West Town Tavern,

The teens are awaiting the arrival of Chef Art Smich, of Chicago's
Table Fifty-tiwo restaurant who will choose, then pick, fresh produce for
that night's menu at his Gold Coast eatery. It’s a chance for the students
to be, quite literally, in che trenches shoulder to shoulder with great
chefs who value the bounty from the
sanctuary of this neighborhood garden
and the accessibilicy to fresh foods,

"Last year we grew 1,000 pounds of
food and chis year our goal s 2,000
pounds,” says Hess, however the real value of the harvest from the
GCYC rooftop garden isn't measured on a scale, but is found in the
richness of the community en the sereees below.

The GIYC was conceived, funded and built by visicrary pharthropist Gary Camer, the faunder of
Lands"Ene, wha grew up on the gty streets of Chicaga’s South Share neighborhood.
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