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Not many people know this, but Chicago sits on one of the most strategically 

important geographic spots in North America.  This is because the Chicago River 

provides a crucial link between Lake Michigan and the Des Planes River, and in doing so 

connects the two great waterways of North America.  Writing during a passage through 

the area in 1817, United States Judge Advocate Samuel A. Storrow proffered that “This 

circumstance creates the singular fact of the insulation of all the United States . . . making 

circumnavigation practicable . . . from the Gulf of St. Lawrence to that of Mexico, with 

the single hindrance of the falls of Niagra”i 

 This opportunity was not lost on visionary businessmen like Mr. Charles Butler.  

In 1833, Mr. Butler published a work entitled Chicago in 1833 in the Eyes of an Investor.  

At the time Chicago was a sordid little burg populated by fewer than one hundred Indians 

and fur traders, but Mr. Butler saw something very different: 

 “On my left lay the prarie bounded only by the distant horizon like a vast expanse 
of ocean; On my right in the Summer stillness lay Lake Michigan.  I had never seen 
anything more beautiful or captivating in nature.”  

 
After giving a lengthy description of the small and unassuming backwater that 

fledgling Chicago was, Mr. Butler continued  
  
“One could not fail to be greatly impressed with this scene, so new and extraordinary, 
and to see the germ of the future, when these vast plains would be occupied and 
cultivated yielding their abundant products of human food and sustaining millions in 
population. . .[E]ven at this early day the experienced observer saw the germ of a city, 
destined from its peculiar position to become the largest inland commercial emporium in 
the world.” 
 
 To say Mr. Butler was prescient would be an understatement.  Over the course of 

the next one hundred and seventy three years, Chicago would grow from a sleepy trading 

post to one of the great global cities of the world.  Along the way it would become  



 3 

 “Hogbutcher to the world and stacker of wheat”,ii expand at a rate faster than any city in 

the history of the world, serve as the nation’s most crucial transportation hub, burn down, 

give rise to poets, criminals, heroes, and political legends, and suffer urban decay in the 

mid 20th century only to find redemption in the past forty years as one of the nation’s 

most prosperrous and developed urban centers.   

 And what of the river that gave Chicago the reason for its historic and momentous 

ride?  Well, as Chicago grew, the precious waterway of the Chicago River would be 

curtailed, made into both a sewer and a garbage dump – leading one Englishman to 

describe it as “one of the foulest streams in the world,”iii  reversed, expanded, and ignored 

until enjoying the resurgent city’s embrace as the downtown recreated itself around the 

River that had given it cause for existing.  

 In short, as the river has gone, so has Chicago. 

 
 “One of the foulest streams in the world” 
  
 As the world began to realize Chicago’s blessing, opportunistic and energetic 

souls took note.  Unfortunately, as the city sprang from its infancy, it did so so quickly 

that building and planning was haphazard to say the least.  In the mid 1830s, British 

author Harriet Martineau called “the very sight of [Chicago’s buildings] intolerable,” 

although even she conceded that Chicago was destined for great things, if not greatness.  

She detailed a civil trial she observed in which “a Frenchman married to a squaw had a 

suit pending for the right to purchase some land near the lake for $100 which would 

immediately become worth $1,000,000.”iv        

 From 1830 to 1890, Chicago’s population would streak from thirty thousand to 

more than one million.v  Expansion at a rate such as this, unprecedented in human 
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history, came in spastic and brutal fashion.  Railroads and shipping lines found all paths 

leading to Chicago and manufacturing and trading commenced like in no place the world 

had yet seen.  So busy and shocking was growing Chicago that Max Weber likened his 

visit to Chicago to “seeing a human being with his skin removed.”vi    

 

A map of Chicago in 1853.  The city was at the beginning stages of an absolute explosion in population. 

 

 This heavy fisted expansion came with a price, however.  The Chicago River, 

literally the lifeblood of the new city, was taking on the refuse of legions of inhabitants 

and burgeoning industry.  Unfortunately, the river emptied out into Lake Michigan, 

which was the source of drinking water for the entire population.  On a travel through the 

Midwest, clergyman F. Barham Zincke wrote glowingly of Chicago’s water, claiming it 

to be the purest he’d ever seen.vii  By the middle of the 1850s, however Chicago’s 

shortsighted ways were catching up to it.  The filth and squalor of the Chicago River, by 

then “a liquid resembling in color and consistency a rich pea soup”viii  was flowing out to 

the city’s water intakes and making people very sick.  In 1854, cholera swept the city.  

 Diseased drinking water contaminated the area in a wholesale fashion, so much so 
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that in the year of 1854, nearly 1 of every 18 Chicagoans perished of the affliction.ix  The 

horror of the situation brought uproar from the city.  Chicago newspapers decried the 

condition of the city’s waterways. “[The city is filled with] noisesome quagmires” one 

wrote “the gutters running with filth at which the very swine turn up their noses in 

supreme disgust.”x   Even the wealthy and powerful of Chicago were not insulated from 

the putrid effects of the river.  In a letter to his brother Cyrus, William McCormick (of 

McCormick Reaper Works) wrote: 

 “The river is positively red with blood under the Rush Street bridge and down 

past our factory!  What pestilence may result from it I don’t know!”xi 

 Initially, plans were made to move the city’s water intakes two miles farther out 

into the lake, an alleviative measure more than a preventative one.  Sadly, this proved 

ineffective, as periodic backwash from the clogged river often sent polluted water deep 

into the lake.  Finally, from 1892 to 1900, the city issued a $3 million bond for the 

deepening and widening of the Illinois & Michigan canal, the crucial link between the 

Chicago and the Des Planes, and, by continuation, the Illinois and the Mississippi.  The 

plan was for the new bottom of the canal to be dug deeper than the natural riverbed and in 

due course do nothing less than reverse the flow of the Chicago River, sending the refuse 

of the Hogbutcher to the World away from the precious resource of the Lake and  

downriver towards…..well, as far as Chicago was concerned, “away from the Lake” was 

the important part.  The name of this new channel was to be the Sanitary and Ship canal.  
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The dammed off portion of the South Branch that would become the Sanitary & Ship Canal.  More earth was moved during the 
reversal of the Chicago River than in the digging of the Panama Canal. 
 
  

 The reversal of the Chicago River was an undertaking the likes of which had 

rarely, if ever been seen.  The South branch was dammed off near the beginning of the 

Illinois & Michigan and the digging of the Sanitary and Ship canal took the labor of 

thousands and necessitated the movement of more earth than even the digging of the 

Panama Canal.xii   

 Fearing that trouble would literally start flowing their way, the downriver people 

of St. Louis filed a federal injunction to prevent the earthen dam from being destroyed, 

but the city fathers, in true Chicago fashion, made the less than prudent decision to 

dynamite the dam in the middle of the night, cleaning up drinking water in Chicago “like 

magic.”xiii  Fortunately, the long journey through the Des Planes and Illinois served to 

effectively “deodorize” the stagnant water, leaving Chicago with a problem solved.xiv     
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“A lot of buildings turn their back on the river.”  

 The “problem” of the Chicago River now solved, the city spent the better part of 

the 10th century trying to simply forget about it.  The opening of the Calumet-Saginash 

Industrial Canal from in 1922 provided a transport outlet for that made the intrusion of 

commercial shipping into downtown Chicago largely unnecessary.xv As a result, the river 

was just…there.  It no longer was the cesspool that had drawn so much derision fro the 

city’s inhabitants over the course of the 19th century, but it still had the stigma of disaster 

and disease that it had acquired throughout the Chicago’s busy history.  In essence, it was 

like a house that had a grisly murder committed within it: sure, it was no longer spattered 

with blood, but everyone was aware what had happened there, and consequently didn’t 

want any part of it.   

 The effect of this was, in the words of architect Peter van Vechten “Emphasis on 

the continuity of the streetwall . . . having buildings turn their back on the river.”xvi 

 

The Chicago River near the Wolf’s Point juncture at the turn of the century.  Even with the terrible sanitary problems of the 19th 
century behind it, the river was long considered a thing to be shunned rather than embraced.  As author Joan V. Lindsay points out 
“The (notoriously unreliable) swing bridges show why the Loop did not expand north, but went “up” instead.”  Chicago now employs 
more trunion-bascule (“seesaw”) bridges than any city in the world. 
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The mouth of the Chicago River as photographed during the construction of the Lake Shore Drive Bridge in the mid 1930s.  The 
warehouses and factories along the riverbanks speak to the perceived lack of value of riverfront property.  The Wrigley Building 
(center left) and Tribune Tower (center top) provide notable exceptions to that rule. 
 
 

 Although not the hazard and embarrassment it had once been, the Chicago River 

in the early and middle parts of the 20th century was by no means a source of pride for the 

Second City.  In a 1954 tourist book entitled The Complete Guidebook to Chicago, author 

Andrew Hepburn was less than beaming: 

  “The river isn’t really a river at all anymore, but a busy canal which not 
only carries pollution off where it will do a minimum of damage but provides an 
important channel for ship and barge traffic.”xvii 
 
 That was the only reference to the River in the entire book. 
 
 
“Opportunities remain if there is vision” 
 
 As the 20th century wore on, downtown Chicago eroded into a shell of what it had 

been envisioned to be.  In the 1909 plan for Chicago, Daniel Burnham envisioned that 

“[T]he River should serve Chicago as much as the Siene serves Paris.”  What had 

happened instead was that downtown Chicago had refused the River, more or less 
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tolerating it and yet focusing its downtown on the streetwall and lakefront.  In the late 

1970s and 1980s, however, the American economy underwent a transition from a 

manufacturing and product based economy to the information and service dominated 

landscape we know today.  For Chicago this was a particularly traumatic shift, as the 

“City of Big Shoulders” had always identified itself through its ability to do great things 

and do them well.  Chicago was surpassed by Los Angeles in population, and many 

would say prestige.  It seemed that the 21st century was destined to pass Chicago by.xviii   

  

A New Hope 

 At the same time, one of the major trends in urban planning and development was 

the rehabilitation and rebirth of cities through embracing and glamorizing waterfronts.  In 

an essay entitled “Contemporary Urban Space-Making at the Water’s Edge”, Richard 

Marshall wrote: 

 “The edge between city and water . . . was the most intense zone of use in the 19th 
century city. . . Our information-saturated and service-oriented economic systems no 
longer rely on the industrial and manufacturing operations of the port . . . With this 
passing, the relationship between water and the generators of economic wealth have 
changed . . .On the waterfront, we see glimpses of new city making paradigms.”xix 
 
 Using this new paradigm, cities such as New York (Battery Park City), London 

(Canary Wharf), Vancouver (Granville Island), and San Francisco (Mission Bay) all used 

the rehabilitation of a previously dilapidated waterfront to revitalize areas which had 

given way to urban stagnation.xx  This trend started in the 1960s, and more or less 

continues to this day. 

 Chicago seized on this opportunity in a big way.  Today, the Chicago River is a 

vibrant community amenity and considered “a living museum of modern architecture” 
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and one of the most vibrant and exciting areas in the entire nation.xxi  Through the use of 

effective city policy and the ingenuity of many business developers and non-

governmental organizations, the Chicago River, once an object of repulsion, once an 

object of neglect, has become one of Chicago’s greatest assets – home to breathtaking 

skyscrapers, a furiously popular location to live, and perhaps the greatest public space in 

a city known for them.  In examining several key structures and developments along the 

river, it is possible to encapsulate the trends and evolutions that have helped lead 

Chicago’s re-emergence as a global city. 

Marina City  

 

 Bertrand Goldberg, architect of Marina City, once said “To build on the water is 

to affect our living in three ways: aesthetically, sociologically, and economically.”xxii  In 

designing Marina City (built in stages throughout the 1960s) Goldberg proved this 

principle very strongly.  Originally commissioned by the Chicago Janitors’ Union to stem 

the flight of ordinary citizens to the suburbs after World War II, the corn cob shaped 

towers of Marina City house nearly nine hundred pie shaped apartments in their two sixty 

story towers.  Originally, in tune with the intent of the building, rent was very affordable 
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— in large part due to the perceived undesirable nature of the River as a living location.   

Rather than try to succeed in spite of the River, however, Goldberg embraced it.  He did 

not wish to design a simple building that people shuttled to and from while they went 

about their day.  Instead, what he did was create a “city within a city” right on the banks 

of the maligned waterway.  This plan of self-containment entailed on site restaurants, dry 

cleaners, a grocery store, parking garage, and even a marina should inhabitants want to 

moor their boats at slip level.  Furthermore, Goldberg’s design in no way shunned or 

turned its back on the river.  In fact, the distinctive circular design is more recognizable 

from the view of the River than anywhere else, with each floor cantilevered off of a 

central concrete elevator shaft.  In that vein, the organic appearance of the round towers 

evokes nautical imagery. 

 Today, Marina City is home to high price condominiums, and considered one of 

the most desirable locations to live in the city, with many developers and investors very 

glad they “took a risk” on the river.  On a more off topic note, the towers of Marina City 

achieved cult fame in the 1980 Steve McQueen film “The Hunter” in which The King of 

Cool drove a car out of the complexe’s parking garage and into the Chicago River.xxiii  
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Gateway Center IV 

 

 .   Located at the south end of the Loop, Gateway Center IV is a smoothly demure glass 

and steel structure that curves along the gentle bend it sits astride on the River’s South 

Branch.  Gateway Center IV appeared back in 1981, a product of James DiStefano & 

Associates.  Prior to the building’s construction, the site had served as a rail yard for 

nearby Union Station.  The relative vacancy of the lot made it both unsightly and unsafe.  

When they purchased the right to develop the spot an executive for Tishman Realty (the 

purchasing company) reportedly told  DiStefano his job was to transform “the gateway to 

skid row” - a reference to the unseemly segue the site provided between the Loop and the 

run down near South Side.xxiv  

 Gateway IV is significant not only because it was among the first business 

modeled structures to pay homage to the River (with its gradual bend mirroring the river 

symbolically and its glass façade literally), but also because it represented a transition to 
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a building site more conducive to the new economy.  Gateway IV and her sisters 

(Gateway I-III) were not factories or warehouses, nor were they attached to the front 

offices of entities that found their home in Chicago (such as Wrigley or Morton 

International), but simply high demand office space for renters in the ‘New Economy’. 

 Also of a terrific note in regards to the Gateway complex is that Tishman Realty 

did not purchase the rights to develop the land of the rail yard itself.  Those lines are still 

used with a great degree of frequency.  Tishman Realty in fact purchased the right to 

develop the air over the railroad tracks.  This unquestionably presented a great deal of 

challenges for building architects and engineers, and speaks volumes about the newfound 

demand for office and retail space near the Chicago River.xxv   

333 W. Wacker Drive 

 

 In 1993, the Chicago Tribune held a competition in which they asked readers to 

choose their favorite skyscraper in Chicago.  The curving green glass form of 333 W. 

Wacker won resoundingly, receiving twice as many votes as any other building.xxvi The 

appeal of the choice was obvious, the graceful curve of the building’s facade matching 

the course of the River near Wolf’s Point, and the green glass curtain wall echoing the 
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placid green water of the River (a hue derived from the clay bottom of the riverbed) 

providing for breathtaking visuals at any hour of the day or night.  For comparison, above 

is included a photograph of the exact same stretch of River a century ago.  The contrast 

breathtakingly captures the maturation of Chicago from a compact mass of buildings into 

a finely developed city.   

 Completed in 1983, 333 W. Wacker scored a huge blow for the advancement of 

the River as an urban space.  For many years, the site of 333 W. Wacker was occupied by 

nothing but an irregularly shaped parking lot, the reason being that the lot itself, not only 

triangular but pressed up against the theretofore undesirable River, did little to make itself 

attractive to developers.  Fittingly enough, these one time difficulties are the factors to 

which the current occupant owes its renown.  Architect David Cohn of the New York 

firm of Cohn, Pederson, & Fox was inspired to the curved side design when he saw the 

geographical constraints he was working under (the other two sides of the building are 

shear faced, and, from the street, quite unremarkable) and the choice to mimic the green 

shade of the River’s water took two supposed problems and made them into assets --- 

much in the tradition of Chicago, from the Great Fire to the urban decay of the 20th 

century.xxvii 

 In many ways, 333 W. Wacker was a major turning point for the perception of the 

River.  It succeeded not in spite of the River, nor did it feature a nice tip of its cap, it 

succeeded because of the River.  Examining the building, it is undeniable that the 

dominant feature of the building’s design is its relationship with the River.  For perhaps 

the first time, the Chicago River appeared as if it might be something of a ticket to 

success. 
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Leo Burnett Building (1989) and R.R. Donnelly Building (1992) 

 

 The Leo Burnett (left) and R.R. Donnelly (right) buildings are important to the 

development of the space of the Chicago River because they represent the components 

necessary to merge the rebirth of Chicago with the city’s rich architectural tradition.  The 

reflective glass facades of buildings such as Gateway IV and 333 W. Wacker are indeed 

nice --- in moderation, but in the words of city development official Benet Haller 

“Chicago likes buildings made of limestone, brick, concrete, -- not glass boxes.”  More 

directly, in the words of architect and Chicagoan Larry Booth “We have a certain 

continuity over 150 years.  If you begin to just ignore that and say, ‘Oh, we want to keep 

up with the times and we want to do whatever happens to be in fashion,’ we could end up 

losing that kind of quality or spirit of Chicago as a place, as a distinct town in the 

world.”xxviii  

 To that end, Leo Burnett and R.R. Donnelly go to great lengths to merge the 

classic Chicagoism of more concrete (no pun intended) materials and the modern look of 

glass prominence.  Irish architect Kevin Roche attributed his inspiration to the timelessly 

pleasing designs of Chicago based architect Louis Sullivan, featuring a well constructed 

lobby followed by a long and elegant building shaft and a tastefully decorative 
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conclusion at the top.  Additionally, Roche insisted on a granite exterior around the 

prolific windows of the structure, even though it is the interior steel frame that supports 

the building, as an homage to the heavy masonry walls traditionally found in the Loop.xxix  

 A similar effect is achieved by Ricardo Bofil’s R.R. Donnelly building.  Both the 

marble stone exterior and the triangular pediment at the building’s crest work with the 

sleek and glistening window glasswork to create a building married to both attractive 

postmodernism and elegant classicism, yet divorced from neither.  As a pleasant 

addendum, the building has an extravagantly beautiful lobby; at the dedication, Bofil is 

reported to have quipped that there was “No white marble left in Portugal” since he had 

used it all in the lobby. 

 

Kinzie Park 

 

 Located on the River’s North Branch just above the Loop, Kinzie Park was 

developed in 2002 as a gated townhouse and mid-rise community.  The area features a 

lovely riverwalk that is open to the general public by day and restricted to residents at 

night.  With Kinzie Park, developer Papageorge Haynes was attempting to create an 
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intimate neighborhood amidst skyscrapers, and by most accounts did so very 

successfully.  The choice for red brick townhouses as opposed to condominium high rises 

is another attractive feature to the development, following the same principle as Leo 

Burnett and R.R. Donnelly in adhering to Haller’s contention that “Important to 

Chicago’s vision for itself is that all the new buildings don’t all be glass boxes.  Chicago 

has a tradition and desire to use real materials, granite, limestone, and brick.”xxx Kinzie 

Park takes this proposal one step further than its taller contemporaries, opting not for a 

tributary façade of  “real materials” but for a ground up construction of brick townhomes 

that one would be pleased to find in the plush neighborhoods near the north lakeshore, 

much less within a stone’s throw of downtown itself. 

 The key trend represented by Kinzie Park is the increasing residentiality of 

downtown Chicago as supported by the River.  From 1990 to 2000, the “central area 

population” of Chicago increased 45 per cent, to 90,500 inhabitants.xxxi  Kinzie Park 

emphasizes this fact perhaps more than the other residences thus far examined, because it 

offers more than well located and convenient apartment or condominium living; Kinzie 

Park is an effort for an actual neighborhood community integrated into the downtown 

cityscape.  These townhomes offer as much if not more appeal to married couples and 

families as they do to wealthy white collars looking for a spot close to work or empty 

nesters getting a place downtown hoping to get “back into the swing of things.”  In the 

words of Mayor Richard M. Daley “Many suburbanites have found the city does a better 

job of creating human spaces than the suburbs.”  The sentiment is concluded by city 

official Tyrone Tabing who offers “[T[he city has tried to create something that people 

want.  The city has tried to create something that’s not that downtown.”xxxii   
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Pugh Terminal Warehouse/North Pier-River East Art Center 

  

 In 2000, the city of Chicago formulated the Chicago Area Plan (CAP), the first 

comprehensive development plan set out for the downtown area since 1958.xxxiii   Among 

the chief goals outlined for the New Downtown’ was “creative reuse of existing buildings 

. . . a balance between preserving a healthy office environment and meeting the housing, 

retail, and open space needs of new residents.”xxxiv  The River East Art Center is a 

sterling example of this ideal in action.   

 Originally constructed in 1905 under the supervision of architect Christian 

Eckstrom, Pugh Terminal Warehouse (as it was then known) was built for an Ohio 

furniture company of the same name that moved to Chicago in 1889.  Sitting on Ogden 

Slip, a body of water immediately north of the mouth of the Chicago River, the 

warehouse originally extended twice as far towards the lakefront as it does today.  It fell 

into disuse during the mid-20th century, but found new life when it was remade into a 
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downtown amusement and entertainment center featuring the Chicago Children’s 

Museum, a laser tag arena, and several popular nightspots, most notably the Baja Beach 

Club, frequented by several of the Chicago Bulls during the team’s championship run in 

the 1990s.  More recently, however, developer MCL Properties has remade the interior of 

the structure once again.  It now features a decided mixed-use bent, housing multiple 

offices, a fine winery, and a condominium tower added to the buildings east end during 

the 1990s.  Also found within are an art gallery (it is the River East Art Center, after all, 

Chicago From the Lake, the city’s first and finest architectural boat tour company, and 

Fox & Obel an artisan café and grocery store serving the upscale (and growing) River 

East and Lakeview communities.  The waters of Ogden Slip provide yet more versatility, 

as they serve as the only commercial public dock in downtown Chicago, providing 

boaters convenient access to Dick’s Last Resort, a roughshod tavern at the pier’s end, and 

Lizzie McNeil’s a much nicer establishment not a block away.  This eclectic yet 

synergistic mix fits seamlessly into the surrounding area, accomplishing perfectly the 

balance the city is striving for when it outlines its vision in the CAP.xxxv   

 Not to be lost is the fact that the creative adaptive reuse of warehouses such as 

Pugh Terminal/River East represents a kind of coming-full-circle for the Chicago 

downtown area.  Rehabilitations of warehouses such as such as Fulton House 

Condominiums (Harry Weese, 1981) and Riverbank Lofts (Nimmons & Fellows, 1996) 

or Pugh Terminal/River East have not only reclaimed the River for residential and 

recreational purposes, but in doing so have allowed their austere yet pleasing structures to 

assist the River and cityscape in retaining a Chicagoan authenticity and historicism, a fine 

and much sought after quality in the redevelopment of urban waterfronts.xxxvi   
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“A vibrant place with the Chicago River as a central focus”: City Efforts 

 As the Chicago River began to make a comeback, and remake the city’s 

downtown in the process, the Chicago Area Planning Committee began to crystallize 

what it saw as the future of the city.  As outlined in their Chicago Area Plan, they 

visualized “a vibrant place – a civic, high density, mixed use and walkable area. . . the 

future of this central area is one that encompasses districts extending from Division St. 

and to the Stevenson Expy., from Lake Michigan to Halstead, with the Chicago River as a 

central focus.”xxxvii 

 To this end, the city formulated the Chicago River Corridor Development Plan 

(2001).  A joint effort of the city government, non-profit organizations, and pro-river real 

estate developers, the CRCD is a comprehensive plan centered around the creation of 

pathways and greenery along the river, increasing accessibility, restoring as much of the 

natural landscape as possible, emphasizing the River as a recreational amenity, and the 

encouragement of friendly economic development along the course of the River.xxxviii   

 A comparison on the next page of the River today with the same location during 

the middle of the 20th Century is illustrative of just how much more happily Chicago 

considers the River now than it did even less than seventy years ago.  
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The area looking toward Michigan Avenue now as considered against the same location circa 1935.  Note in particular the greenery on 
the south bank along Wacker Drive, part of a continuous riverwalk that embodies Chicago’s plan to embrace the River as it heads into 
the 21st century.  

 

 The largest strictly civic contribution to the CDRD was 2001-02’s “Revive 

Wacker Drive” project.  Wacker, the world’s first two leveled street, runs commensurate 

with the south bank of the River.  The lower level originally served as a zone of blunt 
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practicality where boats would moor and unload their cargo directly onto waiting trucks 

or to downtown buildings themselves.  Today, the lower level serves both as a traffic 

relief artery for the surface of the city and a service thoroughfare from which fifty-seven 

downtown buildings gain parking, delivery access, and trash pickup.  The constant and 

heavy use (Wacker Drive bears an average of 60,000 cars a day) caused dilapidation to 

such a point that the city spent $200 million renovating both levels of the road, 

augmenting it with plants, pathways, and parks such as 2003’s Chicago Vietnam 

Veterans’ Memorial Plaza.xxxix 

 

The Chicago Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial Plaza opened in 2003.  The plaza sits adjacent to Wacker Drive, the upper level of which is 
visible directly behind the memorial, with the lower level concealed behind the limestone wall. 

 

 These efforts have been coordinated with endeavors to clean up the River itself, as 

the city has mandated very strict pollution controls and commissioned the Metropolitan 

Water Reclamation District to sanitize the River as best as possible.  To that end, 

architectural River docent Diane Gonzales shares that  

“I love to tell how we've been upgraded from ‘toxic’ to ‘highly polluted’ on the Chicago 
River, but actually the main branch is thought to be pretty darn clean.  One example is 
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the fish that are returning, edible fish.  One chart which I show passengers warns about 
mercury and PCB's.  It is safe to eat one largemouth bass monthly and one 
sunfish meal weekly.  As for carp, if it is longer than 12 inches, let it be! 
If it is under 12 inches in length, six meals per year are ok.  Passengers 
enjoy this chart, and they are intrigued by the fishermen we sometimes see 
on the main branch.”xl  
 

Conclusion: A City Revitalized 

 As civilization has progressed, many have grown comfortable with the thought 

that we live independently of nature; that we can create and control our own 

environments to such a degree that the realities of Mother Earth are due little more than 

lip service.  In reality, the truth is that our Nature is no more escapable than our nature.  

Chicago was made by the good fortune of its geography, and nearly unmade (relatively 

speaking) by trying to ignore it.  It has only been recently, when the city has embraced its 

natural characteristics, that it has enjoyed the revitalization it had hoped to be able to 

create through sheer willpower alone.  The lesson Chicago (and many other cities) 

learned is the fact that we no longer must combat nature for our survival does not mean 

that we are free of its influence, but that we must now harness and utilize its gifts if we 

hope to advance and flourish.  The Chicago Area Plan: 

“Chicago began on the water at the place where Lake Michigan and the Chicago River 

meet.  In its early days, Chicago had a working waterfront, delivering the raw materials 

of a manufacturing economy, carrying away finished goods to a vast region . . . Together, 

Chicago’s waterfronts constitute the City’s grand civic spaces, where people can come 

together and celebrate.”xli    
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CHICAGO – by Carl Sandburg 
 
Hog Butcher for the World, 
      Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat, 
      Player with Railroads and the Nation's Freight Handler; 
      Stormy, husky, brawling, 
      City of the Big Shoulders: 
They tell me you are wicked and I believe them, for I have 
          seen your painted women under the gas lamps luring 
          the farm boys. 
And they tell me you are crooked, and I answer: Yes, it is 
          true I have seen the gunman kill and go free to kill 
          again. 
And they tell me you are brutal, and my reply is: On the 
          faces of women and children I have seen the marks of 
          wanton hunger. 
And having answered so, I turn once more to those who sneer 
          at this my city, and I give them back the sneer and 
          say to them: 
Come and show me another city with lifted head singing so 
          proud to be alive and coarse and strong and cunning. 
Flinging magnetic curses amid the toil of piling job on job, 
          here is a tall, bold slugger set vivid against the little 
          soft cities; 
Fierce as a dog with tongue lapping for action, cunning as a 
          savage pitted against the wilderness, 
              Bareheaded, 
              Shoveling, 
              Wrecking, 
              Planning, 
              Building, breaking, rebuilding, 
Under the smoke, dust all over his mouth, laughing with white 
          teeth, 
Under the terrible burden of destiny laughing as a young man 
          laughs, 
Laughing even as an ignorant fighter laughs who has never 
          lost a battle, 
Bragging and laughing that under his wrist is the pulse, and 
          under his ribs the heart of the people, 
              Laughing! 
Laughing the stormy, husky, brawling laughter of Youth, half- 
          naked, sweating, proud to be Hog Butcher, Tool Maker, 
          Stacker of Wheat, Player with Railroads, and Freight 
          Handler to the Nation.   


