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‘All flourishing is mutual’ on the 606

For ten years, serviceberry trees have lined the Bloomingdale Trail as part art installation, part environmental study.

https://chicagoreader.com/food/food-drink-feature/serviceberry-...

by Sharon Hoyer July 30,2025

— a single species of tree planted on the trail from end to end, conceived by artist Frances Whitehead
as part art installation, part environmental study.

Serviceberries along the 606 trail Credit: Sharon Hoyer

decade ago, when landscape design firm Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates was tasked with envisioning plant life on the 606 (known
to its founders and neighborhood organizers as the Bloomingdale Trail), the group conceived of “rooms” of trees users would pass

through while traversing the 2.7 miles of linear park. There’s the gauntlet of smoke bushes that form a rusty arch above Humboldt
Boulevard in the summer, as well as the shady, rustling aspen grove just east of Drake Avenue.

But there’s one exception to MV VA’s design concept—a single species of tree planted on the trail from end to end,
conceived by artist Frances Whitehead as part art installation, partenvironmental study.
It’s a shrubby, unassuming little tree prosaically named the serviceberry.
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Serviceberries are native to Chicago and, unbeknownst to many, bear abundant yields of edible fruit for a few short weeks each spring. Locals in
the know can be spotted sampling along the trail when dangling clusters of berries turn from red to purple and are at their sweetest. Those foragers

are joined by many species of birds who feast at the higher branches.

The serviceberries on the 606 are monitored by about a dozen trained volunteers, citizen scientists who track when the trees leaf out, flower, bear
fruit, change color, and drop their leaves. The serviceberry study is a long-term phenology project; that’s the study of the timing of biological
events, and it’s critical to agriculture, forest management, and tourism industries (not to be confused with “phrenology,” the spurious study of
bumps on human skulls). The serviceberry project is intended to measure the effects of Lake Michigan and, over time, climate change, on the fruit-
bearing trees. Volunteers are assigned a section of the trail and specific trees within that parcel. They upload observations to an app on a roughly
weekly basis from April to October. The data—along with that from myriad other phenological studies across the country—are publicly available
on the USA National Phenology Network website and used by scientists to evaluate seasonal changes.

The serviceberry project is intended to measure the effects of Lake Michigan and, over time,
climate change, on the fruit-bearing trees.

“The original scientific question was, would the trees at the west end of the trail bloom sooner?” said Bonnie Tawse, who has managed the
program since 2022, when Friends of the Bloomingdale Trail took it over from the Trust for Public Land. “But we’ve found the trail is a series of
microclimates.” For instance, trees planted near heat-retaining buildings leaf, flower, and fruit earlier than those planted in areas exposed to wind
or shaded by taller trees. One trend in the data bears the unmistakable hallmarks of a warming planet: earlier leaf, flower, and fruiting times for
three years running. That is, until this year, when a cool, slow spring with abundant rains returned the serviceberries—also known as juneberries—
to their customary seasonal patterns. “We thought we might have to rename them mayberries,” Tawse joked. “But that might seem like a reference

to The Andy Griffith Show.”

Tawse and I met near the Spaulding access point of the trail back on June 11. Clusters of berries, most still green, hung from slender branches. She
pointed out a ripe, purply berry for me to try. It was tart and sweeter than I expected, with a slightly nutty tinge imparted by its small seeds.

Native to Chicago, serviceberries bear abundant yields of edible fruit each spring.

Credit: Mike Sula
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Five days later, I met volunteer Lisa Knaggs near Whitehead’s Environmental Sentinel emblem embedded in the pavement at the halfway point of
the trail. I learned the cryptic compass is named after the serviceberry phenology project. The years 2015 and 2115, nestled between the compass
lines, are an aspiration to one hundred years of data collection by citizen scientists.

Tawse described Knaggs as a “super phenology volunteer”; Knaggs described herself as a data nerd who created a separate spreadsheet so she
could track changes in the data from year to year. She and the other phenology volunteers also serve as extra eyes on the trail, alerting the Chicago
Park District not only to the health of trees, but maintenance issues as well.

By June 16, many more berries had ripened, and scores of robins swooped between trees. Knaggs said she spotted cedar waxwings feeding on the
serviceberries last year. She noticed one lying beneath a serviceberry tree that she feared was dead, but she later learned the small birds can get
drunk from gorging on berries and pass out.

Knaggs opened her phone and walked me through Nature’s Notebook, the app used by volunteers to upload their observations to the National
Phenology Network database. She kindly gave me a paper copy of the map provided to volunteers to identify their trees. It’s a marked-up copy of
the landscaper’s plans, which include a full inventory of all trees on the trail. The pages Knaggs gave me covered one of her sections (she monitors
several) near Rockwell, between the Sumac Tunnel and the Urban Savanna. Specific serviceberry trees are circled by hand. Monitored trees are
numbered—some with handsome brass tags that have been an unfortunate target for souvenir-seeking visitors—and matched to a corresponding
entry in the 606 project in Nature’s Notebook.

In honor of the tenth anniversary of the trail and the phenology project, Tawse and Friends of the Bloomingdale Trail released a serviceberry
cookbook with recipes sourced from the community. Treats like lemon serviceberry olive oil cake, Tawse’s soda bread scones with serviceberries,
and a “2.7 Mile Cocktail” from Weegee’s Lounge fill its small, spiral-bound pages. Knaggs’s contribution is a fruit smoothie fortified with spinach,
almonds, and hemp. Charming illustrations by Kayce Bayer pepper the pages. Tawse, a writer by trade, is also the author of The Belt Cookie Table
Cookbook. Berries for Bloomingdale: The Serviceberry Cookbook is interspersed with short essays by Tawse defining phenology and the ethics of
foraging.

R Berries for Bloomingdale: The Serviceberry Cookbook by Bonnie Tawse, Friends of the Bloomingdale Trail, spiral-bound paperback,
92 pp., $15, all proceeds go to Friends of the Bloomingdale Trail bloomingdaletrail.org/our-first-cookbook

It’s mentioned in that brief primer, and is worth stating here, that foraging on Chicago Park District land is not legal. And yet, Tawse writes, “It
seems a bit silly to imagine that visitors to the trail aren’t going to enjoy a few samples of the red and purple fruit when the trees are laden with
them in early summer.”

Tawse credits mentors like ecologist (and former Reader contributor) Nance Klehm for her education in foraging. While there are a few specific

guidelines, the rules are—as Tawse puts in the heading—common sense. “There is enough for you and the birds,” she told me as we sat in the
shade of the aspen grove. “Leave enough for your neighbors.” Considering each healthy, mature serviceberry tree bears more than ten thousand
berries, and there are more than 450 of them on the trail alone, this is the easy and natural thing to do.

Serviceberries are having a bit of a moment beyond Chicago, thanks to a short book by famed botanist and author Robin Wall Kimmerer. In The

Serviceberry: Abundance and Reciprocity in the Natural World, Kimmerer lauds the serviceberry as an exemplar of the ancient gift economies
found in Indigenous cultures and, arguably, nature: systems of resource sharing distinguished by generosity, reciprocity, and abundance. Kimmerer
posits that the scarcity and competition that define capitalist markets are socially constructed in the name of amassing wealth.

Despite their bounteous yields, serviceberries thwart commoditization. Their short fruiting period makes the trees impractical for commercial
farming. By the time this story reaches print, the 2025 serviceberries will be long gone, and seasonal eaters will have turned to the plump tomatoes
and syrupy stone fruits of summer. The ephemeral pleasure of eating produce at its peak is both a luxury and an imperative to share before the
fleeting season ends. As Kimmerer writes, “Hoarding won’t save us. . . . All flourishing is mutual.”

Tasting the sweetness of the serviceberries on the trail and telling a curious jogger that, yes, they are edible, I experience a microcosm of the world
Kimmerer imagines. Here is public land being enjoyed by neighbors of all ages and backgrounds, admission-free, bearing ample fruit if one just
knows where to look. Citizens volunteer their time to observe the life on this land and contribute to a pool of knowledge openly and freely
available, all in the interest of appreciating nature’s beauty and building a better world.

Friends of the Bloomingdale Trail will host a free tree walk conducted by volunteer Nandika Gervais on Saturday, August 16, from 6 to 7 PM. The
walk begins at Damen Avenue and heads east to Ashland.
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