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Aao Milis a project of SpaceShift Collective (evolved from
the prior Aao Mil Baithen) with the aspiration of launching a
temporary arts space on Devon Avenue that embraces South
Asian diasporic roots and serves as a gathering place for all
folks in our community.



Barey riaz se hum ne banai hai
ye fiza

Khuloos e dil ke gulon se sajai hai
ye fiza

Garoh bandi o shar se bachai hai
ye fiza

Jo yun na aate unhe khainch laayi
hai ye fiza

Chalen jo saath toh aasaan ho safar

Karein jo baat toh rawaan ho fikar

Toh chalo aao mil baithen hum tum
Milaein jo haath toh yaksaan ho
dagar

With a great deal of effort have
we created this space

With flowers of love have we
decorated this space

Free of caste or creed have we
made this space

Those who wouldn’t have come,
have been pulled in by this space

Walking together makes the
Jjourney light,

Talking together lets our
thoughts take flight

So come, let’s get together, me
and you

When our hands join, our paths
will be true
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“I wanted to do an imagined scene, so my idea is a Sunday Bazaar
on Devon Ave. I picture it to be vibrant and diverse — full of
food, flowers, and art.”
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I'm crazy about Devon!
Like a mocth to a flame

(From) California Ave
to Damen Avenue
(You'll find)

tunics, idols and the
fragrance of cumin

The folks over here,
(they’ve) got big hearts

Oh! The folks over here,
(They’re) my people

So every night
(you'll find me)
on my way to Devon!
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[scan for video]



RICKSHAW FREE LIBRARY ON DEVON

Urooj Shakeel, a graduate from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago,

conceived the idea to design a Little Free Library shaped in the form of a traditional
Pakistani truck that exhibits the art form called Truck Art for the community of
Devon Ave. Her thesis, Truck Art Meets Little Free Library, explores the importance
of creating safe public spaces for immigrant populations living in multicultural
cities to transition into their adoptive country through culturally familiar objects.

The truck was painted by Chicago-based artist Sabba Elahi.

Truck Art, or Phool pathi (flower border), is a vibrant and elaborate art form found
on cargo trucks in Pakistan. It originated from Afghanistan and found its way into
Pakistan in the 1980s. It is a result of the collaboration and creative exchange
between the truck driver and calligraphy artists, and has since then developed into
an artisan trade that is passed on . The designs on the truck are an accumulation of
art styles rooted in the Subcontinent’s multiethnic culture, combining picturesque
imagery of landscapes and magical hybrid animals with Islamic calligraphy, which

ultimately becomes visual poetry.



TIME TO ROLL
GOING FOR A CIRCLE
BUT MIGHT GET A MAP

g
TOO STIEKY, MORE ATTA
TOO STIEKY, MORE ATTA
TOO STICKY, MORE
-

e

MY SWEET ROTI
CRUNCHY
SALTY




BREAD
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Does your bread breathe?
Does it breathe and make flowers bloom in you?

When it grows, becomes a stack,
does it make the sound of newspapers?

Like warm envelopes of chai pakoras at the
railway station,

Or carefully saved junk, of more value than 4
paise?

Do your mom, nanna, gramma, guide your rolling
pin gently by your wrists?

So you travel across seven seas, to some distant
land without a ticket?

Flying—disc for time travel:

That's my bread!

You should try it sometime .
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AN AFTER-SCHOOL PROGRAM ON DEVON

Stuti Sharma is a stand-up
comic and poet based in
Chicago. She organizes with
Chicago Desi Youth Rising.
You can find her by the trees
of lllinois or only eating at
restaurants where the cooks
facetime family.

IG: stutisharma__




When | was 21, | ran an after-school program for youth on Devon. This work was one of the most
difficult but beautiful things I have done. The program was run on fumes, with me as the only
permanent and not even full-time person running it, and with an unsupportive ED at the time. She
ended up deciding to cut this program that was such a good resource for youth in the West Ridge—
where they could go and speak Hindi & Urdu freely, wear kurtas but talk about their favorite
superheroes. They could come Monday to Friday at 3:30 for a free meal from the Greater Chicago
Food Depository and get help with their homework from work study and volunteer tutors. | was

very much a kid in charge of other kids.

Money was always tight. We had a two-pizza max quota for parties (& a one bag and one bottle
quota for Takis & mango juice, the most constantly requested items), and there was never a
budget for me to buy supplies for the kids. This ended up teaching me asset-based community
organizing to use the best out of what we had instead of focusing on what we didn't have. | ended
up getting money for supplies from working my other job at the Museum of Science and Industry
and running a GoFundMe. Once we had the most chaotic day making slime. One of the kids threw

slime on the ceiling and it’s stuck there to this day, four years later.

I got suddenly told the program was going to be cut the upcoming school year in the spring while
I was planning and preparing for the summer camp version of the youth program. | wanted to
quit but I had teens counting on us for a job through their After School Matters internship, as well
as 50 youth from working families who needed to go somewhere safe every day that would also

provide them a meal and some educational resources over the summer.

Despite it all, it was a good summer. We teamed up with the library, the zoo, the food depository,
museums to give them books, a free bus and field trip to different parts of the city, and daily
meals. My coworker and friend proposed to get them an ice cream truck. There’s magic to ice
cream trucks, when it comes down the block with the same annoying but luring tune and when it
finally rolls through with brightly-colored brands all over it. And having grown up undocumented
on Devon shopping from the discount rack at Fresh Farms, | know what it’s like to not have the
money for such a simple pleasure. Of course, our ED said we didn't have the money to make this

happen and was opposed to it.

Out of both spite and love, | wrangled together my homies in comedy, my homies in community
organizing, and ran a fundraiser. The ice cream truck company told me they needed $65 to come
out to the organization. | needed $200 to make sure all the kids got free ice cream of their choice.
Turnout for the comedy show was good but | wondered if, after the theater took their cut of the
door, we'd have enough. | got the payout and with that and the donations from friends, the total
was $265.

To me, god is in the details like that. This whole experience taught me that revolution & rebellion

can lead with joy.
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Where is our canopy? And who waits there?

A banyan tree is a space for council, meetings, rest, and reflection
in most rural and urban spaces in South Asia. How might we create
similar spaces that bring people together and share a sense of be-
longing? What does it mean to create a canopy for each other?

With these inquiries in mind, coming to Chicago this summer is

a floating monument that focuses on the role of plants as world

makers. Cotton, black pepper, poppy; rice and clove are depicted

stacked among the roots of a banyan tree. Vasco Da Gama and

Christopher Columbus sought out the Indian subcontinent for

direct access to these plants. This ‘discovery’/exploitation of people

and plants as ‘resources’ have continued to shape the way we see = & |
“ourselves, each other and the landscape that we reside with. The

monument connects multiplicities through these routes of trade

and passage. The word, diaspora itself has botanical roots - ‘dia’

" meaning across and ‘spora’ meaning scatter.
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Floating Museum

is an art collective that creates new models:
exploring relationships between art, com-
munity, architecture, and public institutions.
Using site-responsive art, design, and pro-
gramming we explore the potential in these
relationships, considering the infrastructure,
5 T history, and aesthetics of a space.




JUGGAD REMEDIES & RECIPES

People from the Subcontinent know the concept of juggad - ‘hacking’ or
innovation- all too well. I feel the presence of my ancestors show up in this
creative wisdom when | notice me or my people making something out of

nothing.

Just the other day, my uncle needed to put his thumbprint on an application for
his citizenship process. We couldn't find a stamp pad anywhere in the house,

so | placed ink on his finger from a pen and used a makeup sponge to apply his
thumbprint to the document. We were under pressure, but instead of sweating |

tapped into juggad and we were able to finesse it perfectly!

Another at-home juggad remedy for a sore upper back is a clean sock filled with
uncooked rice! Don't believe me? Dab some water on itand heat it up in the
microwave for a few minutes. You can even put some essential oils on it for extra

healing and and apply it to your muscles for some serious soothing!



One of my favorite examples of how our people are masters at hacking or
resourcefully winging whatever task they have at hand features my dear late
grandmother, Shamsun Nisa, lovingly referred to as “Apa.” When she taught me
how to make her famous mint chutney, instead of measuring the ingredients
with proper measuring tools, she used her hands for the measuring -- Genius!

Please keep her legacy alive by preparing and sharing this delicious chutney

with your loved ones as she would.
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4 - 5 handfuls of mint
2 Medium Sized Tomatoes
6 - 7 Chillies

4 Cloves of Garlic

1/4 Cup Lemon Juice (eyeballed, of course)
1.5 Tablespoon Zeera/Cumin (eyeballed as well, of course)

1 Tablespoon Salt to taste

Grind all ingredients in a blender. That's all!



[scan for video]

My name is Devika Dhir, and I'm a student of Ustad Dilshad Khan,
of Chicago. Ustad Dilshad Khan is a globally renowned exponent
of kathak (patiala gharana), and has been teaching dance in
Chicago and Indiana since 1990. A few years ago, Guruji, as | call
him, met Kirti Sheth, owner of the beloved Devon Ave restaurant,
Arya Bhavan. A partnership was formed, and every week, Guruji
holds kathak class at the restaurant. Students are rewarded at the
end of class with Kirtiji's delicious vegan fare. It's a truly unique,
and classically Devon, experience in my opinion. This video offers
a small glimpse into my experiences with studying, performing, and

sharing community via dance on Devon Ave.



FROM THE ARCHIVES...

August 14, 1984
Pakistan Independence Day
Devon Avenue
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Ghostly Words: A Vignette
By Bodhika

What words were they that wrapped themselves around me like ghostly spirits the
other night? Both my hands were gripped around grocery bags, filled to the brim
with produce. This used to be my daily workout in pre-covid days. Lifting the fruitin
my hand, inhaling its aroma, often suppressing an annoyance if there were signs of
more invasive examinations by fellow desis, having left telltale signs with their nails,
like half-hearted presents marked with tiny half-moons, especially on laukis (sold as

the mysteriously named “opo’ squash).

With great difficulty, an unmarked lauki would be unearthed from way in the back
of the display. A thing that looks smallish, uglyish, turns out to be sweeter, juicier,

a little nugget of its essence — or so papa had said, a long time ago. My father loves
going to the mandi for produce. Much more than the moody, arrogant, edu-literate,
papa loves the ways of the out-of-town rustics — sabziwallah, gamleywallah, naukar
of the dukanwallah, or anyone, really, in dusty rubber chappals, with a clear speech

and a steady gaze.

That night, around eight o’ clock, as | was crossing the street, on that nameless
corner, like loafers, those words rolled into my mind’s eye -- booty” and “bale.” Not
the “booty’ you see and hear in American films. Not even that booty that grandmas
knit with love for their grandbabies. These are the in-relief, color-fluorescences,
complete and autonomous, as it were, forms, that enter the minds of darzis, and
meandering around leafy vines, transform a piece of cloth into a fanciful adornment.
Through needles, with intricacy, mesmerized, murti-like women — men, too —
embroider these. Often machines are engaged for the work. Either way, the one
producing this skilled labor, though nearly always dressed in the plainest clothes,

appears sublimely beauteous, other-wordly, working from a dream.

All these years, walking this street, I've been seeing desi clothes in this American desi
market. But never did | so vividly recall either those words, or those long lost to my

mind people. Here a booty, here some bale, a little distant, though still connected.
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They're celebrating Holi Days again. Can you
believe what the CryptoChamber has done in
the name of ‘unity’? My nana said most of
these festivities were done when we had
seasons and not at this time of year.

Digipacks in multi-colors are being handed
out to each sector resident, as well as a re-up
of crypto. Same mealpacks as usual, nothing
special there.

I'm telling you, we need to reject all of these
handouts. We don't need them. That's the anly
way the Medina will succeed.

And, don't you want to taste those sweet
mangoes? | know we'll get it right soon. The
Hydrobath house stationis so close to
perfection.

Anyway, the L stopped elevating..again. So,
I'm going to walk to practice. “Azaadi” is going
to be our best song yet!



HYDERABAD HOUSE

WESTERN AVE
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