Intro: Mill Creek is one of the largest, fastest flowing waterways in the city of Philadelphia, however many people don’t even know it exists. That’s because the majority of the creek was enclosed in sewer pipes over one hundred years ago, when city officials and real estate developers wanted to cover it up so they could build more streets, houses and taxable property. Today we can see signs of the buried creek all around West Philadelphia. Sloping streets and cracking pavement are results of the underground stream; the Clark Park “bowl” was once a pond that fed the creek. Many people have been forced to abandon their houses because the moving creek has made the land underneath them too unstable. In many neighborhoods, residents have converted these vacant lots into community gardens – allowing a productive use of the land without endangering structures. {The following text and pictures will follow a timeline set on top of a historic map the area from 1855, which shows the path of the creek above ground} Before being named Mill Creek, the creek had several other names. The Lenape Native Americans, who inhabited the land long before Europeans, originally called it the Nanganesey. Swedish settlers called it Quarn Creek. The name Mill Creek originated because the creek’s water powered the grain, textile, and other mills that filled the banks of the Schuylkill River. 

1850s: Spurred by the growing manufacturing economy and an extensive system of horsecar (and later rail) lines that connected the neighborhoods to Center City, Mill Creek is one of the many “streetcar suburbs” that emerges in West Philadelphia as land is transformed from rural farmland into urban middle class neighborhoods. 

1880s: Mill Creek is buried underground in 20 foot pipe of cement and bricks. The sewer followed the natural flow of the creek, carrying sewage and storm water to the Schuylkill River. The same sewer is still used today, and carries half of West Philadelphia’s rainwater and waste. 

1950s: The Mill Creek Apartments is built on top of the Mill Creek floodplain. Designed by famous architect Louis Kahn, the three 17‐story towers conformed to the style of similar urban renewal housing projects of the era. Many residents opposed the towers with the belief that their vertical/oppressive design and massive size would isolate residents and was out of character with the rest of the neighborhood. 

July, 1961: Several blocks of housing at Funston and 50th streets collapse causing 3 deaths and 111 houses to be condemned and demolished. 

1975: Community gardeners begin farming vacant land at 49th and Aspen. Today, Aspen Farms is the most visited community garden in Philadelphia and has won several community garden awards. In 2004, the Philadelphia Redevelopment Authority donated the land to the farmers to be permanently secured as a community garden through the Neighborhood Gardening Association landtrust. 

Late 1970’s: Neighbors of Mill Creek reclaimed have the land between 49th and 50th on Brown street for a community garden. 

1987: Landscape architect professor Anne Winston Spirn begins the West Philadelphia Landscape Project. The program brought together college students and Mill Creek residents to study the history and ecology of the neighborhood and design solutions to strengthen its physical and social environments. In its 15 years the program created two dozen community gardens, worked with hundreds of Sulzberger Middle School students, and became one of the leading models of integrated landscape design. 

November, 2002: As a part of Mayor Street’s Neighborhood Transformation Initiative, the Mill Creek Apartment towers are demolished and replaced with Lucien Blackwell Homes. 

2005: Mill Creek Farm was founded at 49th and Brown St.

