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Pilsen is approximately three miles southwest of Chicago’s Loop, but it may as

well be a world away: Walk down any of the main commercial corridors and

you’ll hear a high-pitchedbell signaling delicious street food—pushcarts stocked

with syrupy snow cones, or raspados, tamales and elotes, boiled ears of corn

topped with mayonnaise and cheese. These carts are as frequent a site as the

vibrant, colorful murals paying homage to the city’s Mexican heritage and

distinctly artsy vibe.
Suffice it to say, the area is rich in character—and this unique character
and culture is what continues to attract new faces. Amanda McMillan,
Chicago Home Partner, Prudential Preferred Properties, was one of
these new faces when she moved to the neighborhood in 2002. “When
we first got there, I thought we’d be the sign of gentrification. I thought
we wouldn’t be welcomed,” says McMillan, who no longer lives in Pilsen
but continues to do business in the area. “But all the neighbors started
helping us unpack—and even sent over cookies. This is so representative
of the people of Pilsen—[they’re] warm, open,” she explains.

Pilsen Heritage and History

Although the diverse community is predominantly Hispanic today,
the area was originally populated in the 1840s by German and Irish
immigrants, who were attracted by major trade routes like the South-
western Plan Road (now Ogden Avenue), the Burlington Railroad and
the Illinois and Michigan Canal.

ASer the Great Chicago Fire in 1871, new jobs created by lumber mills
and the McCormick Reaper Company drew Bohemian immigrants. As
the story goes, the neighborhood got its name from a resident who
opened a restaurant called “At the City of Plzen,” an homage to the
Czech city. The name stuck and was solidified with the naming of the
Pilsen Station post office.

Labor shortages during World War I prompted new immigrant groups,
including Mexicans, to settle in the neighborhood—a trend that
continued into the 1950s and 1960s. What remained aSer the shiS was a
strong commitment to community organization and leadership, as well as
a desire to preserve the area’s roots while thriving in the process.

The Lower West Side community, which includes both Pilsen and
Heart of Chicago, is bounded by 16th Street to the north, the Stevenson
Expressway to the south, the Dan Ryan Expressway to the east and
Western Avenue to the west. Pilsen proper is most commonly defined as
the area between 16th Street and Cermak, Ashland and Western, but
locals passionately differ on the exact boundaries.

Heart of Chicago

A neighborhood as vast and diverse as Chicago’s Lower West Side
contains several smaller neighborhoods. In the area’s southwest corner is
one such pocket—Heart of Chicago, which is bounded by Blue Island
Avenue, 16th Street, Ashland Avenue and Western Avenue. A small,
quaint strip on Oakley Avenue at 24th Street, a recipient of Tax Increment
Financing District (TIF), is marked by brick housing and a slew of
authentic Italian restaurants. Perhaps less known than Little Italy’s Taylor
Street, the area was settled by immigrants from Northern Italy and is
sometimes referred to as the “Heart of Italy” or “Little Tuscany.”
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Murel at Dvorak Park

Phil Buoscio, Team Buoscio Realty Inc., Better Living Realty Consultants-
Buoscio Brokerage Inc., fell in love with the Lower West Side when
coaching a kids’ baseball team there. He has lived in neighborhood for
eight years, in three different locations, and currently represents 15 local
developers there. Buoscio has trouble naming just one favorite restaurant
on Oakley Avenue, instead citing just about all of them—Miceli’s Deli
& Food Mart (2448 S. Oakley Ave.), Ignotz Ristorante (2421 S.
Oakley Ave.), Bacchanalia Ristorante (2413 S. Oakley Ave.) and
La Fontanella (2414 S. Oakley Ave.)—as mandatory stops on the tour.

He also recommends the two-day Festa Pasta
Vino, a street festival every Father’s Day
weekend with food, wine and entertainment.
“We have open houses during the festival, and
people take notice,” says Buoscio. “The festival
alone is probably responsible for moving maybe
10 people to the neighborhood.”

Pilsen Hot Spots

Though locals are quick to suggest their favorite Mexican restaurant, there
is little agreement on which is truly the neighborhood’s best establishment.
Centrally located on 18th Street, Nuevo Leon (1515 W. 18th St.) ranks
high on most lists, as does Mundial Cocina Mestiza (1640 W. 18th St.),
and La Cebollita (1807 S. Ashland Ave.) for its mouth-watering tamales.
For something sweet, head to Kristoffer’s Cafe & Bakery (1733 S.

Halsted St.), known for its Chocoflan (flan-topped chocolate cake), which
reportedly has a fan in renowned chef Rick Bayless.

Pilsen stalwarts include Skylark (2149 S. Halsted St.), a prominent
filming location in the romantic comedy “The Break-Up” (it was Vince
Vaughn’s watering hole) and a bar known for its surprisingly tasty food.
Café Jumping Bean (1439 W. 18th St.), what Buoscio deems “the
headquarters of the neighborhood,” is another favorite in the virtually
chain-free neighborhood. Next door to Jumping Bean is Knee Deep

Vintage (1425 W. 18th St.), a retro-clothing-
lover’s paradise.

New arrivals on the scene this year have also
created a lot of buzz. Miguel Chacon, Buoscio
Brokerage Inc., Better Living Realty Consultants,
heads to Simone’s (960 W. 18th St.) for its good
beer selection and unique atmosphere. Open since
February 2009, the bar has already garnered
significant press, due in part to its imaginative

décor; salvaged materials, including old pinball
machine parts, make a strong, but whimsical, impact. In the heart of East
Pilsen’s Arts District, Nightwood (2119 S. Halsted St.) has lured fans of
owner/executive chef Jason Hammel’s other popular dining spot, Lula
Café in Logan Square. Visitors have taken note of these chic additions to
the neighborhood: “These places are packed with people from all over the
city on a Friday night,” says Buoscio.

Early revitalization of East Pilsen beginning in the 1960s planted the seed
for redevelopment in the area around South Halsted and 18th Street. But
in the past few years, the community has truly blossomed with new loSs,
galleries and retailers. During “2nd Fridays,” art lovers flock to the several-
block stretch, known as The Chicago Arts District, for an evening of
gallery hopping and wine sipping on the second Friday of each month.

Part art studio, part store, No Coast (1500 W. 17th St.) calls itself as a
“nurturing, open and collaborative community.” Indeed this is a theme that
runs through the neighborhood, as artists (including Ray Noland, who
designed the famous Obama logo) continue to find their niche here. And
art extends beyond galleries; The National Museum of Mexican Art
(1852 W. 19th St.) is reportedly the largest Latino arts museum in the
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country, not to mention a cultural cornerstone in the neighborhood. Art
festivals in Pilsen, says Chacon, “are for people who really care about
art—and aren’t just looking for a brat and a beer.”

Harrison Park (1824 S. Wood St.) is home to festivals and plenty of
green space, and Dvorak Park (1119 W. Cullerton St.), named for the
Czech composer, boasts one of Pilsen’s signature murals (pictured). Each
summer, during the first weekend in August, the Pilsen Neighbors
Community Council puts on Fiesta del Sol, a large, family-oriented fair
and fundraising effort now in its 37th year.

Who’s Buying and What’s Selling
in Pilsen?
While Pilsen contains some of the oldest housing in the city, a new
segment of neighbors—young professionals, students, artists and
musicians—have seen rehab potential. Chacon has noticed that many of
the young people moving to Pilsen already have a family connection to the
community. “Maybe Grandma lived here, and you always thought it was a
cool place,” he says. Adds Buoscio, “FiSy percent of the people buying
have a connection to it from parents or other family. The other 50% are
curious and speculating that it’s the place to pop.”

Dotted with both pink and blue El stops, Pilsen has good public
transportation and close proximity to major highways, which makes it an
appealing location and major selling point for potential buyers. “People
don’t realize how close it is to the city,” says McMillan. “When I lived
there, I could see both Comisky and Navy Pier fireworks.”

Affordability is another factor that has drawn a large influx of young
couples and urban professionals in their 20s. “What you can get here for
the money compared to other nearby neighborhoods is unbeatable,” says
Chacon, who has lived in Pilsen for four years and currently sells in the
neighborhood.

Students and young professionals aren’t just drawn by the prices. “They’re
attracted to the fact that it’s a traditional multicultural hood,” says Bryan
Esenberg, ZipRealty, who has lived in the neighborhood for about a year.
As for the long-time locals, Esenberg says, “Home ownership is important
here. As long as the single family homes remain, [Pilsen] will preserve its

heritage and culture.” The result is a unique blend of residents. “You have
people who have been there for generations, people moving back, new
faces—it’s really a melting pot,” says McMillan, pointing out that commu-
nity members have done a good job of maintaining the neighborhood’s
integrity. “There are improvements, but they still have kept that flavor.”

Two-flats and single-family homes make up the majority of Pilsen’s housing
stock. Esenberg has seen a trend of young buyers purchasing two-flats for
between $130,000 to $180,000 and renting out the first floor. Students at
nearby UIC, as well downtown schools like Columbia, DePaul and the
Art Institute, have also moved into
the neighborhood, and many
parents are investing in condos for
their children. This population
affects commercial real estate, too.
“The area needs businesses that
cater to students,” says Chacon.
“There are a lot of opportunities
for small, independent restaurants
and boutiques.”

When most people hear Pilsen,
they think of the Chicago Arts
District. As Buoscio points out, the
properties between Ashland and
Western tend to be five to 20% less
expensive than those that are east
of Ashland. “Housing prices have
really dropped in Pilsen—more so
than in other neighborhoods,” he
says. Buoscio also sees potential in
the area west of Ashland near the Illinois Medical district. Jobs, he says,
will drive people to the area. “People live near where they work,” he says.

Buoscio’s takeaway message? “There are a lot of people who said they
wished they bought in developing neighborhoods in the 80s,” he says. “All
of these people now have the opportunity to buy in Pilsen. This is the time
and the place to buy if there ever was one.”
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