HISTORY OF GREEN ACRES NEIGHBORHOOD

 — taken from the Forward to the Green Acres Neighborhood Plan created in 2007.

Dates

1839 
William Moffat Millen, from Chester City, S C,  purchased 160 acres, the “SE quadrant of section 34,” from William Bonner, for $1800. The boundaries of this farm are still those of Green Acres, though the east boundary spread further than what is now the bypass. 

1849

Millen built a Greek Revival, two-story Georgian home since renamed the Raintree House and owned by IU since 1946, on the 7/10 acre of the property that remained. 111 and 112 North Bryan. In 2004, this house was listed on the National Register of Historic Place, and is an Indiana Historic Site. 

(Aside: “The report calls the Millen House a “surviving landmark of a group of Scotch-Irish Presbyterians who migrated from Chester City, South Carolina before 1834.” They “helped transform the economic fabric of the community, were active in the formation of IU, and anti-slavery in spirit.” Mr. Millen’s own father’s will (in South Carolina, 1844) “took the rare and radical step of freeing his seven slaves and leaving them $300 to move to a free state.” (By comparison, he left $50 to each son and $100 to a daughter.) It has long been rumored that the Millen House was one of the stations along the Underground Railroad, though no proof of this has been found.”) 
We view the Raintree House as the cornerstone of GA Neighborhood.
Union through Clark platted 1923.

Hillsdale platted 1947.

Overhill platted 1953.

Late 1970s, when the Park Ridge neighborhood sprang up across the bypass, with larger lots and houses, faculty who lived in GA moved there and the process of turning GA into rentals began, with mostly students renting. At this point 70% of the houses are rentals, with about 80 owner-occupied houses remaining. 

Quotation:

“Mostly, old-timers who have resided in this neighborhood for 30, 40, 50 years tell of a place full of children, spilling out of what seemed to be every house. A dozen or more on a single block, and all of them walked to school — St. Charles on the corner of 3rd and High Street, or the University School then located at 10th and the Bypass. When at home they roamed all over the neighborhood, on foot or on their bikes. They would buy ice cream bars from the Johnson Creamery milkman on his daily rounds (he lived at the corner of 3rd and Overhill), sled down snow-covered streets, throw a ball on dead-end streets, and head in a straight line through everyone’s yards, front yards, back yards, towards yet another empty lot or the aroma of someone’s mother’s cookies and milk. Nobody minded them or thought they were “trespassing.” 

Their whole block “sprung up,” Stanley Routon says, within a few years. Whenever a new family moved to Edwards Row, a dead-end street, the neighbors would invite them for a welcoming get-together, and this went on for years. Bobbie Routon remembers holding a baby shower for someone on her block. And if someone was sick, others would look after them. Neighbors of all kinds mingled, an insurance salesman, a textile peddler, a trucker, a factory worker, a policeman, a professor at the university.

“The kids would all play in anybody’s yard, whether or not they were home.” Shirley Bushey, on Eastgate Lane since 1966, comments that “one time, two old people were arguing about a garage, using words like ‘your property’ and ‘my property.’ My kids had never heard those phrases before and asked me, ‘Why are they arguing, Mom? And where’s our property?’” 
It is said that the fastest way to heal an ecosystem is to connect it with more parts of itself. By that measure, then in the ‘50s and ‘60s, Green Acres was a healthy ecosystem, the kids knitting its parts together by constantly roaming across legal boundaries. 
Nostalgic memories of Green Acres are bolstered by the theme song, “Green Acres is the place to be . . .” from the ‘60s TV sitcom of the same name, itself modeled on a 1950s radio series, “Granby’s Green Acres.” In that TV show, a New York City “city slicker” lawyer (Eddie Albert) and his wife (Eva Gabor) bought a 160-acre farm (note: same acreage as the real Green Acres!) in “Hooterville.”

Besides its enlightened origins, its populist feel, its history as a haven for young families, and its wonderfully evocative name, Green Acres has always occupied the enviable position of being a quiet, tree-shaded interior sanctuary surrounded by busy streets and commerce. As its exterior boundaries grow even more frenetic and congested, the feeling of sanctuary deepens, grows ever more precious, worth protecting. 

Not even one block from from the Raintree House, sits the ruined, formerly treed land and ghostlike ruined home on two lots at 101 S. Jefferson. From what I can gather, this home is to be demolished, in lieu of a “high rise.” 

A “high rise,” smack in the middle of our precious Green Acres?

Interesting that the five (actually seven) homes due to be demolished in favor of what is rumored to be a 40 foot tall multistory IU student apartment building, also sit on Jefferson Street, at the north end. Just beyond it stands the largest Green Acres Neighborhood sign.

I was one of about a dozen GA residents who originally held five workshops with the city from September  through December 2006 that resulted in the 2007 Green Acres Neighborhood Plan, which, notice includes the word “sustainable” in its Vision Statement:

Green Acres aims to become a sustainable community that embraces neighborliness and forges partnership within and beyond its borders.

I have been reading through this Plan to prepare for this talk, and realize that it is still, after 17 years, both mostly unrealized and utterly viable, worth pursuing.
Why mostly unrealized? Because of the transitoriness of most people who live here, either student renters or dedicated older folks, many of whom, by now, have died off. I think of especially of Georgia Schaich, who died a few years ago, and of Al Ruesink, who died a few years before she did. Both Al and Georgia helped start the original Green Acres Neighborhood Association in the '70s, responding, like now, to pressures from development, and Al also helped to launch CONA back then.

GREEN ACRES PERMACULTURE VILLAGE

I, myself, am now 81, and after 20 years in Bloomington, in the process of beginning to shift personal ownership of three adjacent homes and grounds known as Green Acres Permaculture Village to others. (Elisha rise?)

I started GAPV to demonstrate, via the much smaller template of a three-home retrofit intentional community, just what could be the future of this entire neighborhood, transforming little by little, into a place that “grows community from the ground up.” 

With this in mind, we hold twice-monthly Community Dinners for one and all, neighbors and friends, and feature personal, community, and neighborhood gardens. Illustrating our Plan's need to “forge partnerships both within and beyond (our) borders,” we have held classes and workshops here on various aspects of permaculture, (permanent culture) as well, plus ceremonial events on solstices and  equinoxes; and even working with SPEA and Biology professors on projects a number of times. We would like to see these and other partnerships continue. 

We view student renters as eager reservoirs of enormous energy that can be focused in the direction of growing community here in Green Acres PV, as well as taking what they learn here with them as seeds, spreading into the world. Any time we have invited students living nearby to engage in a common project, they have gladly joined us, at times borrowing our garden tools.

Just in this little GAPV, in the last 15 years at least 60 students have moved through this 3 home, 9 person, intergenerational community, staying from one to five years, and learning about growing food and how to live in community in way that totally balances with, encourages and appreciates their intense individuality.

ENLARGING, DEEPENING THE VISION 

Now imagine this vision, the original vision of the 2007 Green Acres Plan, here instantiated into the little three-home community on the corner of Overhill and Dekist, spreading to include other little pockets within the GA neighborhood, then those little pockets knittingg together, all of them working their own connections both within their little spots, within the neighborhood, and beyond. Most people who live in GA have some connection with IU. The way we got projects going with IU here was via residents who were also or had been IU students and persuaded their professors to work with us.

Imagine, a partnership between IU and Green Acres Neighborhood, with GA functioning as a living laboratory for all sorts of disciplines; art and design, sociology, city planning, agriculture, and so on. 

This remains the overarching vision of our 2007 Neighborhood Plan.

And, obviously, to enact this vision, we must preserve our precious Green Acres as a Conservation District. 

