


A FARM IN THE SKY

The country’s first certified organic rooftop 

farm redefines farming. No plows needed.

THIS PHOTO: In addition 
to being used for 
farming, the rooftop of 
the Uncommon Ground 
restaurant in Chicago 
provides a space for 
entertaining. Co-owners 
Helen and Michael 
Cameron (center) enjoy a 
glass of wine with friends 
at the end of a busy day.
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For Helen Cameron, 
seed catalogs are 
seductive—each page a 
temptation she just can’t resist. Heatless 
habaneros, check. Tokyo turnips, check. 
Arugula that tastes like wasabi, check. 
The more unusual, the better. Driven 
by a profound love for good food and a 
healthy dose of fearless determination, 
Helen and her husband, Michael, have 
taken locally grown produce to an all-new 
high: two stories above street level.

As executive chef and co-owner of Uncommon Ground, 
the trailblazing foodie has been transforming the way 
Chicagoans define locally grown produce. In Helen’s 
case, hyper-local is apropos. With the help of two farm 
directors and a handful of interns, the restaurant harvests 
approximately 1,500 pounds of produce per year from 
an 800-square-foot space on the rooftop of their second 
location in Chicago’s Edgewater neighborhood.  

“The good-food world is so much a part of me,” Helen 
says. “Uncommon Ground is a happy space that has 
elevated our quality of life and given us a more profound 
connection to community.”

With 90 percent of restaurants failing in the first five 
years, Uncommon Ground is a bit of a dinosaur in the 
restaurant world. Helen attributes its success to a growing 
appreciation for great locally grown food. She opened the 
first location in 1991, in Chicago’s famed Wrigleyville 
neighborhood. It was there that her epiphany dawned. 

“I had this hard-core realization that it’s tough to find 
local food,” she says. “It was difficult to find local farmers 
markets, and I was struck by the fact that the basil I used 
was coming from Hawaii.”

TOP: Catch-all recipes were created to 
accommodate what Helen calls the bits and 
pieces of the farm. “The chefs were having 
difficulty working with just a handful of green 
beans and four tomatoes,” she says. The 
Sunshine Salad, a catch-all recipe, helps ensure 
that nothing goes to waste. ABOVE: In 2008, 
the Midwest Organic Services Association 
designated Uncommon Ground as the first 
certified organic rooftop farm in the U.S.

W R I T T E N  A N D  P R O D U C E D  B Y  H E AT H E R  B L A C K M O R E
P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  B O B  S T E F K O
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GROW I NG U P
With no precedent for rooftop farming in Chicago at the 
time, Helen worked with city officials to create a safe, 
sustainable urban farm in keeping with the city’s building 
codes. Solar thermal panels were erected along the north 
wall to provide heat for the restaurant, and barriers were 
constructed so guests wouldn’t fall off the roof. Once 
the infrastructure was secure, 28 custom-made raised 
planters were added, and vertical space was used for living 
walls. EarthBox containers and Grow Bag fabric planters 
completed the layout. To conserve water, drip irrigation 
was installed in all the planters and placed on timers.

“The first year on the farm was so full of experiments in 
terms of the types of plants we were able to grow,” Helen 
says. “We had to see what would make it in a rooftop 
environment.”

Finding effective solutions for wind, extreme 
temperature variances, and maintaining soil fertility 
would take a good five years to master. Now the team 
has it down to a science. No plows or heavy machinery 
necessary, just a trowel and a little know-how.

    
R ECI PE FOR SUCCE S S
With a soil test only providing information for one bed, 
Helen looked for ways to address the entire farm’s soil 
fertility. Cover crops and bioactivated organic compost—
which Helen says is “kind of like eating yogurt for 
the good bacteria”—quickly became the heart of the 
operation. 

Rain leached much of the nitrogen from the soil, but 
by cover-cropping with hairy vetch every September and 
digging it under before planting, the Camerons were able 
to fix nitrogen in the soil. At the start of each growing 
season, each box is filled with a third of bioactivated 
compost, which Helen says has proven especially effective 
for heavy feeders such as tomatoes and peppers. Once 
plants begin to flower, they get a boost of organic fertilizer 
with fish emulsion.

Early season crops include mustard greens, spinach, 
radishes, turnips, peas, kale, and mizuna. Summer crops 
are started under grow lights in the restaurant’s basement, 
hardened off, and planted outside when the early season 

1. With space at a premium, many of the containers hold a few 
crops at once. Supports provide leverage for sprawling cherry 
tomatoes as purple basil mounds in the foreground. Yearly crop 
rotation prevents pest problems. 2. ‘Sweet Mammoth’ basil 
makes a strong pesto, and its compact growth habit makes it 
perfect for tight spaces. 3. Allison Glovak-Webb, one of the farm 
directors, harvests Rainbow Swiss chard, a prolific cut-and-come-
again crop that flavors soups and salads. 4. Farm director Charlie 
Patterson divides his time between both restaurant locations and 
oversees the care and keeping of the rooftop farm. 5. Nasturtium 
leaves and flowers are added to fresh salads for a peppery punch.
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crops begin to fade. Crop rotation ensures biodiversity and 
also curtails pest infestation. Approximately 100 crops are 
grown on the rooftop every year.

A PL ACE T O G AT H E R
In addition to growing food, Helen wants to grow urban 
farmers. She uses the rooftop as a teaching tool and 
gathering space. Farm directors lead tours of the rooftop, 
and Helen created a farming curriculum for voluntary 
internships she offers every year to people interested in 
organic food production. She’s hopeful that her approach 
will inspire others.

“We’re growing people who know how to grow food,” 
Helen says. “It’s a viable system, and with more and more 
mouths to feed on this planet, we need to know how to 
grow in every nook and cranny.”  

TOP: The rooftop farm has become a sought-after venue for 
those who appreciate great food and hip urban ambience. Every 
August, Helen hosts an evening rooftop tasting event; tickets 
sell out within days. LEFT: The rooftop is also an event space for 
receptions and weddings. In addition to weekly farm tours, guests 
are invited to sip a cocktail or nibble a culinary creation among 
the produce. “I hope we inspire others here,” Helen says.



WHAT MAKES IT WORK?

WHY GROW 
ORGANICALLY?
They may not always be the prettiest 
fruits and vegetables you’ll find, with 
a lack of pesticides and herbicides 
to keep them picture-perfect, but 
organically grown produce does offer 
peace of mind. 
CHEAPER THAN BUYING. 
Organically grown crops purchased 
at farmers markets or grocery 
stores come with hefty price tags, 
sometimes twice as much as their 
chemically grown counterparts. 
Helen Cameron, executive chef and 
co-owner of Uncommon Ground in 
Chicago, says certified organic herbs 
are costly, second only to meat. Some 
herbs, such as basil and chives, can 
run a whopping $10 to $20 a pound. 
Heirloom tomatoes can be $4 to $6 
per pound. 
BETTER TASTE. The taste of 
homegrown produce beats store-
bought any day. And if it’s grown 
chemical-free, well, you can eat that 
tomato right off the vine. 
INCREASED HEALTH BENEFITS. A 
study done by the Soil Association 
compared organically grown 
produce with conventionally grown 
counterparts and concluded 
that organics contained a higher 
percentage of vitamins and minerals.
ENVIRONMENTAL BONUS. A 
chemical-free garden is a great way 
to ensure that runoff won’t sully the 
water supply.  
WILDLIFE-FRIENDLY. With no 
insecticides or chemical fertilizers 
around, the garden becomes a 
pollinator-friendly habitat. 
CONSERVES WATER. Soil high in 
organic matter holds water better. 
Plants will require less frequent 
watering.
REDUCES LANDFILL WASTE. 
Composting organic materials for 
future use as a soil amendment 
is a great way to save money and 
replenish nutrients in the soil.

1. STURDY STORAGE A small shed houses 
tools and equipment.
2. VERTICAL GARDENING A living wall 
full of compact cherry tomatoes and chives 
maximizes space and light.
3. POLLINATORS Bees aid the fruiting 
process, though exposure issues challenge 
the hives.
4. SOLAR PANELS Solar panels heat up to 50 
percent of the restaurant’s water.
5. MOBILE GARDENS Casters make it 
possible to reconfigure the layout of the farm 
as needed. 

6. DRIP IRRIGATION No water is wasted 
when delivered directly to the roots.
7. PLANT BAGS French marigolds grown 
in lightweight Grow Bags attract beneficial 
insects into the farm.
8. WEATHER-WORTHY RAISED BEDS The 
cedar sides can be replaced as needed, and a 
steel frame keeps the beds solid. 
9. HABITAT HELPER Even urban rooftop 
farms can be designated as official wildlife 
habitats.
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These winning strategies help a rooftop farm thrive.

For more information, see  
Resources on page 110.


















