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rowing
Together

How a community garden cultivates
neighborhood bonds.

BY TERRY SCHUSTER | PHOTOS BY LAURA DIERBECK

ardening has a way of slowing the pace of
busy lives. Butterflies flutter among the
plantings. Tomatoes ripen on the vine.
Flowers blossom.

Expand that feeling to a community
garden, and it becomes something even more powerful:
ashared space where neighbors exchange crops, stories
and pride in the land they tend together.

Atthe Garden District Community Garden on
South Sixth Street and West Howard Avenue on
Milwaukee’s south side, you’ll find the tomato plants,
bush beans and butterfly gardens, but you’ll also find
asense of connection that stretches well beyond each
plot’s borders.
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“Itis such a good
community feel,” says
Dawn Riegel, amember of
the Garden District Board
since 2008. Rental of the
gardens started in 2011, and
the space draws people from
all walks of life.

“Many of the gardeners live in
apartments or condos, or have small
yards or too much shade,” she explains. All share alove
of gardening. Riegel coordinates seasonal plot rentals
and helps organize many of the garden’s activities. The
other gardeners share in her joy.

“I'love all the time I spend at the garden,” says Steve
Brandt, one of the gardeners. “So nice to be around so
many others with a shared interest. People of all ages.”

Brandt helps with weekly grass cutting and works
to keep the property in good shape. He grows about
40 varieties of tomatoes, along with herbs and flowers
to attract pollinators. Most of his harvest is enjoyed
fresh on sandwiches and in summer meals. Rather than
canning or freezing, he gives much of it away to friends
and family.

“This year 'm putting in a bee house of my own,” he
says. “T ordered my bees recently and keep them in the
refrigerator until spring.”

Growing Vision

The thought of beautifying the area got
started by the late Alderman Tony Witkowski,
who, in 2008, passed a resolution officially
designating Milwaukee’s 13th Aldermanic
District as the city’s Garden District. The
rebranding strengthened community spirit
and drew support from local and national
organizations, including the Garden District
Neighborhood Association (GDNA).
According to its website, “the district serves
as awelcoming gateway from the airport and
southern highways, blending urban energy
with natural serenity.”

Atthe heart of the Garden District are two
defining features: the Green Corridor, a three-
mile stretch of flowers along South Sixth
Street from West Howard Avenue to West
College Avenue, and the community garden at
the corridor’s north end.

Mike Garvey, amember of GDNA’s
historical committee, notes the site’s unique
past. The land was once part of the Chicago
North Shore and Milwaukee Railroad, known
as the North Shore Line, which operated until
1963. “This garden block is a landfill that used
to be the railway bridge,” he explains.

Today, the garden thrives on what was once
industrial ground. Many of the gardeners grow
so much produce that they sometimes donate
fresh food to a stand on Howard Avenue. “I
had the best corn year ever,” Garvey says
proudly in the kind of friendly exchange
common among gardeners there.

Garvey hopes to add compost bins near
the plots in the future. He grows milkweed
inraised beds to attract butterflies and has
spotted several species visiting his plants.

Cultivating Inclusion

The garden includes 35 inground plots and
40raised beds. Residents can rent a 20-by-20-
foot ground plot, or two 4-by-8-foot raised
beds, foramodest fee and can select from the
organic side or the conventional side.

But gardeners asked for an added
option: They wanted the plots to become
more inclusive.

With a donation from Uttke Heating and
Cooling, the group installed five wheelchair-
accessible raised beds in December, available
to rent for the 2026 season.

“We hope that having the addition of
inclusive garden beds will mean that all
community members can picture themselves
as gardeners there,” says Jessica Seawright,
whose disabled son can now participate. After
hearing from neighbors about the need, she
helped lead the effort.

Opposite Top: The Garden District
Community Garden offers an oasis of
green in the shadow of the historic
Town of Lake water tower.

Opposite bottom: How does this
garden grow? With inclusivity in mind.

May 2026 | mkelifestyle 65



“There were families with young children like mine, as
well as gardeners who wanted their parents to have a space
where they could garden as their physical needs changed,”
she says. The group continues to seek donations to maintain
and expand accessibility.

When Community Blooms

Because the garden naturally brings people together,
the GDNA hosts events throughout the year. Riegel
coordinates Movies in the Garden, Stories in the Garden,
arummage sale, a tree-lighting ceremony, craft classes,
the Ghostly Garden Walk and Christmas tree mulching.
There are plant sales, perennial swaps and compost
workshops as well.

“People put a lot of hope into their gardens,” Garvey
explains. And at the Garden District Community Garden,
that hope grows alongside the vegetables and flowers,
rooted in shared effort and community pride. mke

Community Garden Resource Guide

Interested in tending your own plot of community
garden land? Learn more about what community gardening
looks like, where to find a garden in your area , where you
can establish a community garden in the metro Milwaukee
area and more at:
city.milwaukee.gov/DCD/CityRealEstate/
VacantLotHandbook/Community-Gardens

Formore information on Garden District
Neighborhood Association, visit milwaukeegdna.com.

Check out the GDNA calendar of events at o
X The garden’s raised beds produce a bounty
www.mkelifestyle.com. of summer deliciousness.
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