
Uncle John City Garden: A Walk Through
Frances Watts's Architectural Masterpiece
Nestled in the heart of Willowbrook, Los Angeles, Uncle John City Garden
is a testament to the extraordinary vision and ingenuity of artist Frances
Watts. This vibrant community space, designed in the 1970s, is a unique
blend of architecture, horticulture, and community engagement that has
transformed the urban landscape of South Los Angeles.

Frances Watts: An Architectural Pioneer

Frances Watts, born Frances Ethel DeCosta, was a renowned artist and
architect whose work challenged traditional notions of art and community
building. As a member of the Watts Towers Arts Center, she witnessed
firsthand the transformative power of art in underrepresented communities.
Inspired by her experience, Watts embarked on a mission to create spaces
that fostered creativity, well-being, and social harmony.
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Uncle John City Garden was Watts' magnum opus, a project that brought
together her passions for art, horticulture, and urban renewal. Named after
her uncle, who played a pivotal role in her upbringing, the garden was
envisioned as a sanctuary for the community, a place where people could
gather, learn, and connect with nature.

Architectural Structure and Symbolism

The garden's design is a masterful interplay of organic and geometric
forms. Undulating concrete walls, reminiscent of the Watts Towers, enclose
the central courtyard, creating a sense of intimacy and enclosure. Angular
towers and skylights provide verticality and natural light, while colorful tiles
and vibrant murals add a touch of whimsy and cultural symbolism.

Each element of the garden holds symbolic significance. The curved walls
represent the hills of Watts, while the towering structures symbolize the
strength and resilience of the community. The central courtyard evokes a
sense of gathering and unity, a place where people can come together to
share ideas and experiences.

Horticultural Diversity

The Uncle John City Garden is a botanical paradise, featuring an extensive
collection of plants from around the world. From lush succulents to fragrant
herbs and exotic flowers, the garden is a vibrant display of horticultural
diversity. Watts believed that access to nature was essential for well-being
and aimed to create a space where people could connect with the natural
world in the midst of an urban environment.

Community Empowerment



Beyond its physical structure, Uncle John City Garden is a model for
community engagement and empowerment. Watts actively involved the
local community in the design and maintenance of the garden, fostering a
sense of ownership and pride. The garden has become a hub for
educational programs, workshops, and cultural events, providing a platform
for residents to express their creativity and connect with one another.

Transformative Impact

Since its inception, Uncle John City Garden has had a profound impact on
the community. It has become a gathering place for residents, a sanctuary
for relaxation, and a source of inspiration for artists and community
activists. The garden has also helped to beautify the surrounding
neighborhood, creating a vibrant and welcoming urban environment.

Historical Significance

Uncle John City Garden is not only an architectural and horticultural
masterpiece but also a significant historical landmark. It is a living
testament to the creative spirit of Frances Watts and the transformative
power of community engagement. In 1991, the garden was listed on the
National Register of Historic Places, recognizing its architectural, cultural,
and social significance.

Continuing Legacy

Today, Uncle John City Garden continues to be a vibrant and evolving
space, honoring the legacy of Frances Watts and serving as a beacon of
hope and creativity for the community. It has undergone several
renovations and improvements over the years, ensuring its continued
vitality and accessibility for generations to come.



Uncle John City Garden is a testament to the indomitable spirit of Frances
Watts and the enduring power of art to transform communities. Its unique
blend of architecture, horticulture, and social engagement has created a
vibrant sanctuary where people can thrive, connect, and be inspired. As a
historical landmark and a living legacy, Uncle John City Garden is a symbol
of the extraordinary impact that art and community collaboration can have
on the world.
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