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GARY FANDEL/THE REGISTER
Mayor Frank Cownie, left, Lynn Cutshall,
president of the Lower Beaver
Neighborhood Association, and Brian
Millard, board member of the Lower Beaver
Neighborhood Association, were on hand
Oct. 17 when the association planted 73
trees with the help of various organizations.

LISA FERNANDEZ/THE REGISTER
Lesley Lynde, of Des Moines, stands ready
to help, as she and John Morrissey, of Des
Moines, listen to a variety of people speak
during a planting ceremony for 73 trees.

  

Lower Beaver neighborhood
reclaimed
Recent planting of 73 trees is the capstone of
multiyear effort by citizens to remove trash, clean up
area.

By FRANK VINLUAN
REGISTER STAFF WRITER

October 24, 2006

You can't tell from the open space and new trees,
but not so long ago the northern tip of Martin
Luther King Jr. Parkway was better known for
overgrown brush and dumped junk.

Lower Beaver Neighborhood resident Leann
Walker, fearing for her children's safety, used to
forbid them from walking to the nearby video
store, even in broad daylight.

"They found old meth labs, it was overgrown,
people dumped stuff here," Walker said.

But the neighborhood has reclaimed this tract of
city-owned land, clearing it bit by bit. Area
residents gathered Oct. 17 to plant 73 trees on the
site, the capstone of a multiyear urban renewal
effort.

Six years ago neighbors joined together to clear a
300-foot section of the property. Amid the tangle
of scrub and brush, neighbors found themselves
sifting through years of junk and the hidden
remains of methamphetamine labs.

Pleased with their initial cleanup success, each year
volunteers cleared a little more land. The
neighborhood association offered financial support.
Other money came from Polk County grants.
Conservation officials and arborists from the city
and the county helped with everything from
clearing brush to selecting trees for planting.

Trees Forever, a nonprofit group based in Marion
that plants and cares for trees, this month named
the property one of its NeighborWoods sites. The
group's NeighborWoods program aims to plant
trees in neighborhoods and parks.

"The partnership between the city, the county, the
neighborhood and Trees Forever, this is the kind of
thing we need to happen all over the city," Mayor
Frank Cownie said.

The trees planted at the site are native to central
Iowa so they should resist insects and diseases
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they will encounter here, said Mark Dungan,
natural resources manager for Polk County
Conservation. Fall is the best time to plant because
there is less concern the trees will dry out.

The neighborhood cleanup effort encountered some
setbacks. A few months ago, riders on all-terrain
vehicles tore through the newly cleared land. Police
ticketed the riders and the city attorney pursued
them for damages.

A fence now borders the property. Soon, the only
wheels allowed will be bicycle wheels. A path atop
the levee will become part of the Trestle-to-Trestle
Trail, connecting trails in Johnston to the Neal
Smith Trail in Des Moines.

Kathy Elliott, troop leader of Girl Scout Troop 1012,
brought her scouts to the tree planting. The girls
used the activity as an opportunity to work toward
ecology badges. The troop will return to the site
periodically to note the changes and growth of the
trees.

Resident Brian Millard, who coordinated the
cleanup effort, said the project has helped unify
the neighborhood. Lower Beaver residents once
watched as trucks drove up to dump old furniture
and garbage on the property, Millard said. Now if
neighbors see anything amiss, they step up and
stop it.

And now, Walker has no worries about letting her
children outside.

"Now it's safe, now I let my kids walk to the video
store," she said. "It's not the same environment."
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