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  Eberly 1 

 There is no city in America quite like the epic of Chicago and its contribution to the 

making of America. With such a rich history, the making of Chicago’s metropolis parallels the 

development of modern America as it was a pivotal point in America’s history. Because one of 

Chicago’s obstacles was its location, the effort it took to create the metropolis we know today 

resulted in not only a new way of life for the American people, but also a new way to view the 

phenomenon of the metropolis. By understanding how great events such as The Great Fire of 

1871 and the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1892, we can better understand the many 

different facets to be considered in a location’s history. From housing to urban planning, Chicago 

provides historians with many different angles in which to view the development of Chicago. 

Many have chosen to focus on a specific aspect, but it is clear that we cannot focus on just one 

dimension of the city’s development. Each concept complements another and by piecing 

different perspectives together we can better understand how and why Chicago developed the 

way it did and how this contributed to the making of the American citizen. Chicago represents 

for Americans the epitome of progress and development and thus represents the search for 

freedom each American experiences.  

 In 1969, Harold M. Mayer and Richard C. Wade published Chicago: Growth of a 

Metropolis, which outlined the story of Chicago and how it developed from a frontier to “one of 

the greatest cities of the word” in a little over a century. 1 These historians explain what many 

have echoed throughout history: no single work can possibly encompass the immense scope of 

development and diversity of Chicago’s development and its people. Mayer and Wade 

introduced to historians the importance of the photograph to the study of history and believed the 

camera provides us with a perspective unlike any other. Through photographs, Mayer and Wade 

attempt to show “how the city expanded and why it looks the way it does.” 2 Fusing two the 
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disciples of geography and history, both authors attempt to explain how the land and the people 

together developed Chicago. This work, a “pictorial history”, deals markedly with physical 

conditions of daily life instead of emphasizing cultural societies. By silencing illustrations, 

Mayer and War adhere strictly to the evidence of the photograph and use the picture as a 

dominant document instead of the written word. By separating themselves from the classic 

historical writing, Mayer and Ward developed a new way of viewing history.  

Mayer, a geography professor at the University of Chicago, understood that there were 

five major decisions in Chicago’s history that led to its development as the ‘Metropolis of the 

Midwest.’ He and coauthor Richard C. Wade focused on several developments that they believed 

were major events in the city’s development: the sandbar which impeded the entrance to the 

Chicago River and the construction of the harbor in its place; the expulsion of the Native 

American population out of the Chicago area; completion of the Illinois and Michigan Canal in 

1848; raising of the city’s grade and the construction of waterworks for the city in the 1850s; 

establishment of the park system and the boulevard system that connected them; and the reversal 

of the flow of the Chicago River in the 1890s. Mayer and Wade understand all of these events 

took incredible planning and were long-term, coordinated projects. These historians’ focus on 

these long term projects and explain through photographs that the ‘growth of a metropolis’ was 

not an unplanned venture. 3 

Through the photograph historians are able to better capture the physical growth and 

change of Chicago instead of depending on written primary sources to explain the sociological 

development of the city. This provides more in-depth interpretation of what was actually 

happening on a particular day in history. Combining photography with written documentation 

allows for historians to draw a much more accurate conclusion of a time period. With the quick, 
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drastic change Chicago experienced, Mayer and Wade believe photos are better able to capture a 

fixed point in time than simply documentation alone.  

 The Prairie Seaport chapter captures the site of the future metropolis from 1830-1851. 

The images provided at this time show a very unpromising location. Without a move of human 

intervention, the land was simply too soft as a result of the lake to build any significant amount 

of city. But this strategic location was something the Indians appreciated. In 1830, James 

Thompson, hired by the Canal Commissioners, drew a map that illustrated a possible future grid 

of Chicago. Known as the “plan of the original town”, the map outlined the very early 

beginnings of a grid system in Chicago and highlighted the future major commodity of Michigan 

Avenue. 4 Early illustrations also provide us with an image of Fort Dearborn, the first settlement 

in the Chicago area. Wolf Point in 1833 also signifies the founding of Chicago’s business of 

trade. Early illustrations from this time period show the extensive use of the lake as early as the 

founding of the city. 

 One important feature of Chicago’s history Mayer and Wade captured was its capital of 

transportation and trade. Chicago capitalized first on the waterways, but secondly, on the 

railroads. Rail took hold on the city from 1851-1871. The rails not only altered the appearance of 

Chicago, but also within just a few years made Chicago the railroad capital of the United States 

and the Gateway to the West. Photographs from 1860 show the dominance the rails played in the 

city and the busy harbor downtown that was created in 1848 when the canal was built.  

 Mayer and Wade also capture one of the most important industries in Chicago during the 

nineteenth century: the meatpacking stockyards. The stockyards not only dominated the south 

side of Chicago, but also dominated opportunities in employment. Photographs have the ability 

to capture the dominance of a square-acre the meatpacking industry created in the city. 
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Following the industrialization of the city, photos of the World’s Columbian Exposition further 

capitalize on the incredible white city against the gray sky. Like the 21 million who poured 

through the Fair’s gates in 1893, the deeper significance of the Fair was less important than the 

immediate excitement. Photos of the Fair depict a European and gothic architecture that looked 

more like a European city than a Fair. Unlike most events, this fair was planned with the brilliant 

pairing of Daniel Burnham and William Root, who successfully crafted the masterpiece of the 

white city. The only building that survived was the Fine Arts building. It is known today as the 

Museum of Science and Industry, withstanding more than 100 years of history. 5 

 In analyzing these photos historians are better able to understand the transition from 

frontier to the metropolis. It also better outlines the transition of the city and the struggle to 

maintain Chicago’s natural landscape. In 1972, Lois Wille published Forever Open, Clear, and 

Free: The Struggle for Chicago’s Lakefront. Wille outlines why Chicago was distinguished from 

other cities of the Great Lakes. Focusing, much like Mayer and Wade do, on the physical make-

up of the city, Wille narrows her thesis to specifically talk about how the lakefront parks defined 

Chicago. “More than any other single feature, these parks, extending for almost twenty miles, 

distinguish Chicago from the other Great Lakes cities.” 6  

 In providing her readers with a broad overview of the history of the lakefront parks, Wille 

extends the history into today’s modern understanding of the land. There is a constant struggle, 

she claims, between commercial and private use. Unlike Mayer and Wade, Wille is silent on the 

study of the city as a whole and claims Chicago is so great because it has Lake Michigan for a 

front yard. Her book was written at a time when Mayor Richard J. Daley sought to develop what 

was left of Chicago’s open land. Written as a defense for the importance of keeping the lakefront 

clear and free of commercial development, Wille understands the open lakefront to the most 
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important piece of Chicago’s identity. Many historians acknowledge that Lake Michigan has 

given Chicago an incredible amount of success because it has been developed. According to 

Wille, had Lake Michigan not been utilized to its fullest extent, it would have just been another 

giant body of water alongside the land.  

 Throughout Wille’s historical review of the development of Chicago’s lakefront, she 

makes it clear that no one has done more for the lakefront of Chicago than Gurdon Saltonstall 

Hubbard, William F. Thorton, and William B. Archer. These men were charged with selling the 

unsettled areas of the lakefront to pay for new canal costs. However, all three of them refused to 

sell the lakefront for blind profit. They believed that keeping the lakefront open and clear was 

not only a priority, but historically had been a dedication to the people of Chicago. For hundreds 

of years the promise was kept, but in recent memory, Wille claims the lakefront parks were not 

kept clear in the way these three men had promised the people of Chicago, due to the 

industrialization of the city. 7  

Reaching into the history of French Jesuit and explorer Jacques Marquette in the spring 

of 1673, Wille sketches the history of the development of the natural Chicago lakefront from its 

origins. From Chicago’s discovery, it was clear to many that the natural lakefront parks would be 

coveted property. In 1833, a wide river-mouth pier was created. One of the biggest days in 

Chicago’s speculative era was July 4, 1836: the day work on the canal finally began. 8 Then in 

1851, the new Illinois Central Railroad became the “railroad on the lake”, further changing the 

face of Chicago’s lakefront. By the 1850s, the lakefront was developed and industrialized. Thus, 

the decade of the 1850s gave incredible development to Chicago as new railroads were being 

built, impacting the landscape in a drastic new way. 9 
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By 1860, Chicago’s population had grown to nearly 200,000 people and there was little 

space left for outdoor recreation. Part of Wille’s argument for preserving Chicago’s lakefront 

was the struggle to maintain outdoor recreation space. During this time many dreadful epidemics 

hit Chicago and turned the city’s burial ground into over 80 acres along the north lakefront. On 

October 21, 1864, the City Council passed an ordinance stipulating that a 60-acre tract at the 

north end of the city cemetery become Lake Park. Six months later, President Lincoln was 

murdered and the grieving city of Chicago was named “Lincoln Park.” Trees were trimmed, 

gates were built, and soon Chicago had a new model for the make-up of its lakefront. 10 Many 

historians agree on the incredible significance of the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1892 and 

Daniel Burnham’s influence in the making of permanent Chicago lakefront parks.   

Burnham cherished order and believed the beauty of a city, above anything else, paid 

better than any commodity. Burnham envisioned miles of greenbelt running along Chicago’s 

lakefront, not just parks spread throughout the city.  Grant Park was to be the formal “intellectual 

center of Chicago”, along with the development of Michigan Avenue that bordered these 

preserved lake parks. 11 Burnham believed these parks would match the order the rest of the city 

would have in highways, railroads, streets, etc. The 1920’s became a booming decade for 

Chicago in many aspects, but Wille highlights the development of the park system because there 

was much beauty and order built around this design. Since Lincoln Park was developed, over 

$160 million has been poured into further developing the lakefront parks. 12  

Wille focuses her thesis, not the ridicule of big business and commerce that damaged the 

park system, but on Chicago’s own government. “It was the government that paved the lawns 

into highways, built a convention hall, an airport and two filtration plants on the shore, leased 

park land to the Army and to private clubs, grew slipshod in park maintenance, pushed for a 
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sports stadium on the lakefront, and an airport in the waters.”  13 Wille argues that an organized, 

tough-minded public could have defeated each of these instances. Unlike Wade and Mayer, who 

view the changing landscape of Chicago as progressive growth toward a Metropolis, Wille views 

the changes to Chicago’s landscape as a negative result that she believes could have been 

defeated by citizen action.  

Not only does Wille believe destroying the lakefront will destroy Chicago’s image, but 

she gives four main points as to why this issue is an identity crisis for the city. First, she believes 

the “airport in the lake” is very much a threat to the preservation of the natural land. With 

building such an airport, the shoreline form 47th Street to 79th Street would be destroyed. 

Secondly, Wille argues that building an expressway along the lakefront would create a barrier 

between the people and their shoreline, concerned the architects and expert landscapists would 

not work in sync and destroy the beauty of the lakefront. The third concern is the development 

over the Illinois Central Railroad right-of-way. Wille’s final threat is the amount of sewage being 

let in to Lake Michigan. 14All of these concerns revolve around the historical concern for 

preservation. Through this concern, Wille’s final thought is one she believes to be the most 

important: inspire children to know and appreciate the lakefront. By teaching the history of the 

lake, value can successfully be instilled into future generations.  

Many historians disagree upon Wille’s approach to this history of Chicago. Improving 

upon the lakefront was seen as a progressive move toward building a greater city for many. 

Some even had vision of how to build on the lakefront. Daniel Burnham, for example, was a 

master at vision for architecture and planning and brought the order Chicago desperately needed. 

Thomas Hines writes in 1974 about this progressive individual in Burnham of Chicago: 
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Architect and Planner. Hines narrows his focus to one individual; perhaps one of the most 

influential individuals in Chicago history, Daniel H. Burnham.  

Spending very little time on his personal life, Hines instead focuses on the work Burnham 

did, the achievements he made, and how this one man benefited Chicago. Hines does focus on 

the physical aspect of the city of Chicago, much like Mayer and Wade and Wille, but looks at its 

form through the perspective of one man’s influence. As Hines explains, Burnham grew up in 

the city that he would help build and his work in Chicago paralleled his own growth and change 

as an individual. Hines brings out the qualities in Burnham that made him more than a city 

planner; he developed an entire culture. With so many aspects of the city’s history, focusing on 

one individual allows us to understand the details behind Chicago’s architectural revolution.  

Burnham was the youngest of three sons and the fifth in a family of six children, where 

he grew up in Henderson, New York. In 1863 Burnham attended a prepatory school with the 

hopes of acceptance into Harvard, mostly from his parents’ expectations. But from a result of 

stress and attempting to meet the high expectations of his parents, Burnham flunked the college 

entrance exams. “Perhaps he knew instinctively that he simply was not a scholar at heart and that 

early elimination due to nervous stage fright was preferable to the possibility of even more 

traumatic intellectual failures in his later college career.” 15 In 1867, Burnham returned to 

Chicago to recollect his thoughts and define more clearly the kind of career he desired.  

Hines explains that Daniel Burnham’s great legacy was his eighteen-year business 

partnership with Jonathan Root, in which together they build over $40 million worth of 

buildings. Their business partnership lasted from 1873-1891 and during these years both men 

married, rising to social and professional prominence in the city. 16 The turning point for their 

business was in 1874 when the two men received a commission to design a mansion for the 
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stockyards magnate, John B. Sherman. Desiring to build on Prairie Avenue, Sherman paid the 

sum of $30,000 to the three and a half story mansion. The Sherman account led to even more 

importance for Daniel Burnham. Sherman’s daughter Margaret and Daniel Burnham married on 

January 20, 1876, and just as Burnham and Root rose professionally, Margaret and Daniel rose in 

social prominence.  17  

Hines spends a large amount of time in his historical account commenting on the nature 

of the relationship Burnham had with Root, giving much credit to Root for Burnham’s success. 

The alliance of the two was indeed one of the most important in the country and in general the 

two were remarkably cooperative. Hines makes it very clear that buildings were not referred to 

as a “John Root” building, or as a “Daniel Burnham” building, but rather, buildings were known 

as built by “Burnham and Root.” And unlike other architects, such as Louis Sullivan, who 

underestimated building partners, Burnham and Root recognized their dependence on one 

another for success. Burnham’s focus was on architecture, while Root specialized in artistic 

design.  

Hines takes his readers through a historical account of the modern development of 

Chicago through the Burnham and Root architecture. His historical analysis provides a detailed 

background on the development of the skyscraper in the 1880s, the planning of the World’s 

Columbian Exposition in 1889-1891, the legacies of the projects, and the other major projects 

Burnham worked on in various cities. 18 By providing an account of Burnham’s work, Hines also 

parallels an account of Chicago’s growth and development. Placing Chicago and Burnham side 

by side, one is able to see the gradual growth and development of Chicago as a city, and 

Burnham as a businessman. Through this, Hines provides the perspective that Chicago would not 
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be with it is without Burnham and Burnham would not have succeeded without the opportunities 

Chicago gave him.  

In many ways Burnham built the architecture of capitalism, from the cathedral-like 

dominance of the skyscraper to the planning of the White City to the Chicago Plan of 1909. But 

through these particular experiences, Burnham advocated defense of Chicago’s lakefront and 

aesthetic environments, exactly what Wille feared would be destroyed in her thesis on the 

struggle to maintain the beauty of the lakefront. “Burnham reminded businessmen that aesthetic 

and environmental reform would have stupendous benefits for Chicago’s commercial and 

financial growth as well.” 19 Hines emphasizes, that through all of this great history in Chicago, 

its innovations can become familiar and forgotten. Burnham, Hines argues, made incredible 

improvements in the skyscraper, the creation of the modern office, and the concept of planning 

entire urban and geographic regions. Hines draws the conclusion that in all these ways and more 

Burnham surpassed Sullivan’s architectural ability. Hines reflects that great moments of 

innovation in history, especially for Chicago, are easily forgotten. A mistake, he claims, Chicago 

cannot afford to do.  

Diverting from the urban history of Chicago, , almost a decade later Arnold H. Hirsch 

published The Making of the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago 1940-1960. Hirsch 

does not discount the importance of urban architecture to Chicago’s history, but simply provides 

a social perspective not yet thoroughly examined. Originally, Hirsch had hoped to provide a 

resource of the history of the ghetto rebellion in the 1960s, but his work became a 

comprehensive work on the Chicago’s tradition of race and violence, as well as the country’s 

influence of this power struggle. Additionally, Hirsch focuses on the period after World War II 

and the urban uprising associated with the 1950’s to make his argument about the “second 
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ghetto.” Narrowing the history of urban life and ghettos in Chicago, Hirsch explains the entire 

concept of the “second ghetto” was rooted in post-World War II migration. 20 

Hirsch chooses a fascinating aspect of Chicago history on which to research. Chicago’s 

history of public housing and the violence and racism, at the time, was unique to Chicago and the 

Midwest. Throughout his text, Hirsch emphasizes the compelling need to put the politics of the 

ghetto into political perspective. Much of Hirsch’s arguments are formulated on the 

understanding that political reform was soft, not well intentioned, therefore allowing for ghetto 

housing to essentially thrive in the urban environment. Multiple shortcomings, lack of urban 

renewal, and segregated high-rise public housing resulted “not from an unfettered liberalism’s 

social experimentation during the civil rights era, but, rather, from a conservative reaction more 

emblematic of the 1950s and the Cold War.” 21  

Understanding that the history of the ghetto in Chicago is still an open book, Hirsch 

formulates his argument with the understanding that the race riots and public housing crisis in 

Chicago through the 1950s and beyond provide us with a basis for understanding for the study of 

racial relations and black history in urban America. 22 Up until the 1940s, most of Chicago’s 

history had been focused on the physical changes of the city through the industrialization period. 

But there was an entire piece of history, pulsing with violence, politics, and greed that not many 

had analyzed closely. Upon further research, Hirsch draws the conclusion that the history of the 

people of Chicago changed with the landscape. As Burnham’s buildings rose, so did the racial 

intolerance toward segregation in the city. In 1968, after the death of Martin Luther King, Jr., 

cities around the nation became plagued with violence as never seen before. Pictures reveal 

scenes that reflect what Berlin looked like in World War I.  
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Hirsch’s distinction between the “first ghetto” of the World War I era and the “second 

ghetto” of the post-World War II era relies on an analysis of the racial disorders in the twentieth 

century. Ten times as many blacks lived in Chicago by 1960 as did in 1920, accounting for 30% 

of all Chicagoans by the mid 1960s. The majority of the race riots recorded in Chicago reside 

specifically in the black communities as the West side black colonies began to evolve. These 

colonies, as Hirsch claims, are the direct result of a post-World War II development. 23 In 

addition, Hirsch explains that the “first ghetto” was created from the migration of southern 

blacks into Chicago during the industrial revolution of the late nineteenth century that settled in 

specific areas of the south side of Chicago. The migration of blacks into Chicago from the 1940s 

to the 1960s shattered the boundaries the “first ghetto” had created. “The census figures for 1950 

revealed not a city undergoing desegregation but one in the process of redefining racial borders 

after a period of relative stability.” 24 

This drastic change was something Chicago was not prepared for. Intense over-crowding 

resulted in many pockets of the city with the proliferation of the “kitchenette” apartment, which 

included a hot plate instead of a full kitchen for an entire family. Threat of fire, rat infestation, 

disease, and race riots were a constant concern. Despite rhetorical and legal attacks against the 

restrictive availability of housing, it became clear that the housing shortage was a tool used to 

sustain racial barriers. For blacks, purchasing land by contract had become a way of life, as 

installment contracts were generally the only way blacks could acquire property. Interrupting this 

historical pattern created an entirely new set of fresh problems for Chicago and black families. 25 

“Block busters”, where realtors would create such panic in the minds of the whites who lived in 

the same neighborhood with a black family, were able to succeed in pursuing all whites to move 

out of a neighborhood where a black family was present, thus sending the quality housing in 
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neighborhood down. This type of real estate speculation and exploitation continued to a degree 

of allowing black neighborhoods to become slums in the worst way of living.  

Hirsch gives his readers an insight into a nation divided on racial lines and a Chicago 

paralyzed by the progression of segregation. What resulted in the 1940s-1950s were groups who 

violently opposed growing government authority and its impact on racial affairs, and those who 

depended on government defense for their ability to live. The combination of violence and 

political pressure produced significant problems that further accelerated the creation of the 

second ghetto.26 Hirsch’s analysis of specific policies, events, and a broad history of the nation’s 

intolerance to segregation communicate the need to understand the social history of the city in 

order to fully understand the development of Chicago. Historians who choose to ignore this 

important aspect of history, Hirsch claims, have not fully grasped the progression of urban 

development. As the civil rights movement progressed, it became clear that the destruction of the 

urban ghetto would not be counted among its victories, as Chicago was still a city sharply 

divided by color.  

The social history of Chicago is continually tied to physical changes. With so much rich 

history Chicago has to offer, historians repeatedly tie social changes the city has endured with 

the change in the city’s landscape. William Cronan comments on the unique relationship 

between the city and its relationship to nature in Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great 

West, published in 1991. Cronan’s historical account aligns similarly to the history of Mayer and 

Wade, creating a fusion between the two thoughts on city life and the preservation of the natural 

landscape in Chicago.  

William Cronan’s Nature’s Metropolis provides a unique insight into the relationship 

between the geographical region and the city. Chicago’s owes much of its development to the 
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surrounding region and the natural resources the Midwest provided in order for Chicago to 

thrive. This work, Cronan claims, is neither a history of Chicago nor the Great West. “It is rather 

a history of the relationship between those places. My contention is that no city played a more 

important role in shaping the landscape and economy of the mid-continent during the second half 

of the nineteenth century than Chicago.” 27 Cronan diverges from a long-held belief many 

Americans share that the city and country are separate places and therefore have separate 

histories. Even urban and environmental historians are guilty of concentrating on their specific 

interests instead of understanding how the two regions assimilate. Believing the city and country 

have a common history, Cronan uses the history of Chicago’s development as a city to show its 

need for the country. He divides these two worlds into two ‘natures’: first nature and second 

nature. ‘First nature’ refers to the prehuman, original landscape while ‘second nature’ refers to 

the artificial world, such a cities or manmade commodities. In doing so, one of Cronan’s major 

thesis arguments becomes his disagreement with one of America’s great historians: Fredrick 

Jackson Turner.  

Fredrick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis has given many historians insight into why the 

West had developed in the way that it did. Turner believed that the ‘free land’ of fee-simple-

tenure and land speculation was the source of “American energy, individualism, and political 

democracy.” 28 By default, Chicago, or any city, would automatically become an end product of 

this evolutionary process. It seemed ‘natural’ to Turner and contemporaries of his time that cities 

like Chicago would become the antithesis of the frontier in American history. But Cronan argues 

that it was only after 1833, after the frontier had been settled in the Chicago area, did the urban 

environment begin to take shape and did spectators gamble on the urban future of what would 

become one of the greatest cities in America. “Explaining their vision of Chicago’s ‘destiny’”, 
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Cronan explains, “means reading Turner backward, for their theory of frontier grown apparently 

began with the city instead of ending with it.” 29  

Cronan consistently ties the importance of region and city together by providing 

examples of what contributed to Chicago’s economic boom. His theory of the ‘geography of 

capital’ explains that innovations, such as the railroad and the canals, allowed capital to be 

brought to the city. But, he notes, it is important to understand the second nature of the railroad 

and the canals utilized the first nature of the land and water around Lake Michigan. By using two 

very influential commodities that influenced the founding of an urban Chicago, Cronan utilizes 

the importance of an economic and environmental theory, instead of a social science analysis, to 

explain how and why these man-made inventions brought such booming capital to the Chicago’s 

development.  

Expanding on this idea of “second nature”, Daniel Bluestone wrote Constructing 

Chicago, also written in 1991, following Cronan’s thesis of the construction of the city as an 

entirely new and ‘natural’ way of living. In this way, Chicago represented much about what was 

critical in American life during the nineteenth century. Cities sought after wealth, power, and 

greed. Agreeing with Cronan’s thesis, Bluestone sees Chicago as a product of the Frontier, not 

the end of it. Focusing primarily on how this idea was conveyed through Chicago architecture, 

Bluestone captures how buildings reflected the goals and ambitions of nineteenth century 

America.  

Bluestone presents a different interpretation of culture and architecture of Chicago, 

arguing that money-making in Chicago was a type of cultural practice. Architects in Chicago 

tended to view the mammoth structures that were built as expressions of social and cultural 

ideals, more than just a quest for profit. Chicago’s architecture reflected an aspiration for urban 
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life and its values. Bluestone’s thesis, “how culture made itself manifest in Chicago’s nineteenth-

century cityscape” takes a completely different approach to Chicago’s history than other 

historians, tying together social and urban life. 30 Moving beyond specific histories about 

architecture, Bluestone instead focuses on architectural expression and why a building was built 

at all. Believing that understanding the cultural expression of why a builder envisioned a 

particular building, Bluestone believes from this point that we can better understand the social 

context of the time and the social status of the city.  

Not surprisingly, however, Bluestone acknowledges that the nineteenth century city of 

Chicago expressed the aspirations of the wealthy in Chicago and those who had the most power 

to shape the landscape, not necessarily the middle class or the large populations that lived in the 

slums. Chicago’s city builders tended to be men of business and in powerful positions. From this, 

Bluestone draws the conclusion that perhaps nineteenth century Chicago was not constructed in a 

way that was an equal representation of social life in the city. Rather, nineteenth century Chicago 

was a construction of particular members of a particular social class. 31 In agreement with 

Hirsch, Bluestone comments on several occasions throughout his text that Chicagoans 

progressively segmented their city. The wealthy were separate from the poor, whites from 

blacks, leisure activities from business activities, and so on. For example, parks and recreation 

spots in a city have long been thought of as some kind of retreat from the urban life. But 

Chicago’s parks were built within the framework of the modern city: a wish from the wealthy 

class in the city to create leisure space within the modern world. 32 

One important feature Bluestone believes is communicated through Chicago architecture 

is how the scenes of parks, churches, and buildings improved upon the present nature. The scene 

created in the nineteenth century enhances the natural beauty already present in the city and 
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Chicagoans viewed the landscape and architecture as representative of their values. Churches, for 

example, proved central in demonstrating the city’s religious and moral commitments. The single 

most notable development of this resulted in the actual location of the church. Throughout the 

nineteenth century, churches were moved more and more into residential areas of the where they 

could dominate the landscape and not be swallowed by the massive skyscrapers in the downtown 

area. 33 In addition to these architectural priorities, Chicago became known as “a city under one 

roof” with the skyscraper technology that built Chicago’s skyline. Bluestone interprets this 

skyscraper technology to be a direct outgrowth of Chicago’s money-making goals. Echoing 

Louis Sullivan’s idea of “form over function”, many Chicagoans believed the skyscraper 

represented the triumph of function, and more directly, the triumph of America over Europe. The 

Chicago architecture thus spoke broadly about America’s goals and freedoms and success, not 

simply just the city’s aspirations. 34 

As the downtown continued to grow, city leaders became more and more concerned 

throughout the nineteenth century with how to create an impressive civic and cultural landscape. 

Bluestone attributes several chapters to Daniel Burnham’s plans for the World Columbian 

Exposition of 1892 and his Plan of 1909, which resulted in the complete transformation of 

Chicago’s urban landscape. This being the pinnacle of the architectural revolution Chicago 

experienced in the nineteenth century, Bluestone spends a significant amount of time 

commenting on this man’s influence in Chicago, agreeing with Hines understanding of 

Burnham’s impact in the city. The Plan reconciled the historic tensions between Chicago’s 

private and commercial pursuits. Burnham’s ideas reinstated civic dominance in the city and 

beautifully fused the two aspects of city life together. 35 
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Bluestone completes his commentary on Chicago’s architectural history with in-depth 

planning of Chicago and its useage of the lakefront. As Cronan argues, history does repeat itself 

to come back to “first nature” and appreciating and preserving this natural landscape. In 

architectural and cultural development Chicago stood out among many nineteenth century cities. 

But, Bluestone argues, Chicago did not stand alone. Many American metropolises engaged in 

building campaigns to enhance their city. Chicago, however, engaged in a complete re-design of 

their city. The challenge that followed this, however, came to be less of how to build a city but 

instead, how to manage it.  

John D. Fairfield in 1993 published The Mysteries of the Great City: The Politics of 

Urban Design 1877-1937, commenting on the problem of managing such a complex city with 

such detailed political tension with dramatic economic change in the sixty years after 1877. “The 

subsequent concentration of capital, the rise of national corporations, and the development of the 

urban market meant that the expansion of industrial production would also occur within a 

metropolitan context during this period.” 36 Following the historians already discussed, Fairfield 

builds upon the conflict associated with Chicago’s physical expansion and internal 

reorganization. His focus on Chicago’s history relies on the broad transformation of the city 

politically, socially, intellectually, and economically.  

Using city planning as a backbone, Fairfield argues that the most visible form of 

transformation in American society was the making of the metropolis. A major component to 

Fairfield’s study is to break down the transformation of the new metropolis. In his argument he 

outlines that the new social order created from the metropolis was a direct result of conscious, 

political decisions. Drifting from Cronan and Bluestone’s understanding of the making of 

Chicago, Fairfield argues that human desire for power truly shaped the inner workings of the 
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city. “Reflecting the conviction that human design plays a decisive role in urban development, 

the central thesis of this work is that the American city was important in ways ‘planned’ before 

the rise of professional city planning.” 37 

From this understanding, Fairfield comments on the intellectual and political history of 

the city and its contribution to the founding of Chicago’s metropolis. In doing so, Fairfield 

focuses on two traditions in urban thought: republicans and realists. During the Gilded Age, 

Fairfield recounts, the republicans were most dynamic in calling for active reform measures and 

generally rallied a popular demand for a more human urban order. The realists, on the other 

hand, developing during the Depression years and maturing into the 1920s, accepted the 

metropolis as it was. They viewed its social problems as things simply to be controlled, not 

resolved. “While the republicans failed to build a viable political coalition for change, the realists 

generally saw no need for one.” 38 

Recounting the city building debate in Chicago, Fairfield believes that this debate over 

how Chicago should be built reflected the belief that human choice shaped urban development 

and city planning. Highlighting Fredrick Law Olmstead and Henry George’s debate about city 

planning, Fairfield believes that these men brought the debate over city planning to the front of 

public agenda: 

“Their concern with the spatial order and its relation to social control and 

social justice, their interest in the environmental basis of behavior and the 

interrelationship among the city’s parts, as well as their call for an expansion of 

governmental functions and a greater involvement of middle-class professionals 

in public service anticipated key elements of the twentieth century debate.” 39 
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Olmstead shared a belief for the influence of nature and a commitment to republicanism through 

building, while George added to those convictions a commitment to artisan republicanism, 

believing the availability of land had shaped American development altogether. Looking from 

both perspectives, Fairfield creates the argument that city planning resulting from these 

philosophies are direct results of a struggle for power imbedded deep in the city long before any 

building took place. 40 

 Issues such as rapid transit and public housing also rose to the forefront of issues for 

politicians in Chicago. Cheap, rapid transit represented an important social reform in America as 

it widened the possibility for families to afford better housing. By securing a need for physical 

improvements in the city and protecting the consumer’s interest, politicians were able to 

accelerate the physical transformation in the city without much city planning at all. By the time 

the Depression had ended, Americans were more willing to accept designs of city planning 

because their concerns for food and shelter were no longer of large concern. Residents were 

more willing to listen to the arguments of city planners because they wanted their city to offer 

more to them. 41 

 Fairfield attributes as part of the “mystery” of urbanism to the changing position of the 

intellectuals in America. The development of social theories has long been imbedded in political 

activity. The sixty years that Fairfield examines covers the collapse of major political 

movements, such as the Knights of Labor, the Populist Party, and the chaos of urban life that 

weakened the American faith in democracy. 42 The legacy of progressive reform and growing rift 

between the new middle class and the industrial working class prohibited unification of city 

residents, but at the same time, gave fuel to political leaders to use these social problems and 

their bully pulpit in the political world. Out of the growth of Chicago’s metropolis, however, the 
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debate of how to manage the city continued. After Chicago’s great Fire, the urban problems 

never ceased to exist and further consumed the city and the nation on how to control its 

populations in large cities.  

Carl Smith, in Urban Disorder and the Shape of Belief, addressed some of these 

historical social problems in 1995. Going beyond the typical historical considerations of time and 

place, Smith analyzes three major events in Chicago’s urban history that helped to develop its 

urban disorder. Unlike other historians, such as Mayer, Wade, and Wille, who focus on physical 

features, Smith explores the “imaginative dimensions” of three major events in Chicago’s 

history: the Great Chicago Fire of 1871, the Haymarket bombing of 1886, and the model town of 

Pullman from the 1800’s to the strike of 1894. Instead of focusing on one major history of the 

city, like Cronan’s exhaustive overview of the development of Chicago, Smith focuses on 

significant events that help to shape Chicago’s social history. In contrast to Cronan’s economic 

theories, Smith uses cultural theories and responds to the individual accounts of these major 

events.  

Smith’s thesis of this work centers on the idea that uncontrollable growth of a metropolis 

leads to disorder on many levels. Through the last half of the nineteenth century it became 

evident that cities across America, and Chicago in particular, “was the disorderly embodiment of 

stability, growth, and change.” 43 People began to see the disorder of the city as a potential for 

the future of America. The struggle for order was evidenced by these cataclysmic events that 

symbolized for Chicagoans and for Americans the value of resiliency. Each of these events 

echoed the philosophy that came as a result of the Dearborn Massacre: ability to overcome and 

rebuild stronger than before.  
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The closeness of time relating to all of these events in the latter part of the nineteenth 

century resulted in converged ideas of what disorder actually was, how it came to be, and how 

the city would be able to overcome it. As disturbances kept occurring, slowly the idea of a 

disorderly society began to creep into the normalcy of urban living. “Put another way, urban 

disorder became the shape of belief…and in this view, for better or for worse, the city in disorder 

was the city at its most urban.” 44 These major events, Smith argues, helped to improve the 

established order Chicago was trying to achieve. 

Smith seeks to understand these three events in Chicago’s history by using language such 

as ‘performance’, ‘text’ and ‘narrative’. Some events, such as the Haymarket Trial, Smith 

understands more as a ‘performance’ rather than an event in history because of how the actors 

involved acted. Arguing that the primary method of communication for Chicagoans was 

language, Smith seeks to understand the evidence portrayed in the ‘texts’, interpreting the 

opinions of the primary sources.45  

Beginning with the Fire, Smith examines the ways in which the literature communicates 

repercussions of the disaster, such as fears and hopes of urban living. The Fire resulted in larger 

government intervention such as fire ordnances and new building codes, but as Smith examines, 

more importantly, the Great Fire was integrated into the memory of Chicagoans as a vision of the 

future, not the mistakes of the past. At the same time, the Haymarket bomb shed light on the 

class struggle Chicago was facing and how it influenced the city’s function. For Smith, the 

Haymarket incident represents the social class structure that had become oppressive to the lower 

class and would prove to become a history all in itself for Chicago. Concluding his work with the 

history of George Pullman’s model town, Smith spans decades of urban disorder is his account.  
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Pullman saw his model town as the answer for the city’s disorder, and, especially after 

the Haymarket bomb, a kind of cure for the untamed, lower class worker. But as history has 

taught us, monarchial order only allowed the Pullman workers to see the undemocratic nature of 

the town. This realization culminated in 1894 with the famous Pullman strike that not only ended 

Pullman but many jobs Chicago relied upon.  By discussing the social consequences of these 

events, Smith provides a different insight into the people and individual lives that were affected 

by such events and why they are so important to the development of the city.   

Individuals are thus imperative when studying urban history. Their accounts provides 

historians with an accurate, detailed reality of what life was really like in the city. In 1996, 

Donald Miller published City of the Century: The Epic of Chicago and the Making of America, 

in which Miller fuses this understanding of specific events in Chicago’s history, and the personal 

accounts of the city’s story, with the making of the American identity. Miller’s work provides an 

account on the history of Chicago during its years of ascendancy, from the first discovery of the 

present site of today’s city to the culmination of the city’s growth in the beginning of the 

twentieth century. Miller writes his history of Chicago as told in a narrative form, 

chronologically, as though telling the story of the emergence of modern America. No city in 

America had grown so fast with such an intense combination of wealth, beauty, ugliness, 

corruption, and reform. 46 

Miller draws the conclusion that one of the great themes in Chicago history had been its 

battle between growth and control. Agreeing with Smith, Miller concludes that the city was a 

spectacle of disorder that came to be known as the urban reputation of most cities. But part of 

what Miller finds fascinating about Chicago’s history was its late start in its growth as a city, and 

its ability to become one of the greatest cities in America in such a short amount of time. 
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Chicago, Miller believes, created its own story and its own culture, becoming a symbol of what 

the American dream can do. “This two-way process of people making Chicago and of Chicago 

making people is the dominating theme of this urban story.” 47 

Miller opens his story-like account of Chicago’s history with several chapters on the 

city’s discovery. From the beginning, Miller impresses upon his readers that Chicago had always 

been a city of dreams and doers; nature had provided the resources but Chicagoans had 

developed the city. Agreeing with Cronan’s thesis of development, Miller emphasizes 

throughout his text that the “city would not have been set on its course had not men of energy 

and empire first envisioned and then cut a canal through the portage.” 48 Nature had provided 

both opportunities and constraints in which men had successfully developed the modern 

metropolis.  

Throughout his text, Miller’s work reads like a novel with nature, events, and buildings 

acting like characters in the thrilling story of the making of Chicago. Miller relies on specific 

detailed events in Chicago’s history to guide his text. Labeling Chicago’s “birth” in 1848, the 

year the first telegraph reached Chicago, the Michigan Canal opened, and the year construction 

began on Chicago’s first railroad, Miller agrees with past historians that marking the birth of a 

city revolves around the extraordinary events that spurred its metropolitan growth. 49  

Miller text is broken into two parts divided by Chicago’s founding and Chicago’s 

metropolitan expansion and growth. Single chapters are devoted to the physical development of 

the city, but also the social and political histories that developed as well. The Chicago machine, 

along with the history of Pullman and the development of the relationship between Burnham and 

Root and their buildings are all a part of Miller’s understanding of Chicago’s industrial 

development. Instead of focusing on specific events like Smith does with his commentary on the 
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Haymarket bombing and the Great Fire of 1871, Miller combines these detailed events into a 

somewhat overwhelming account of Chicago’s entire history. Attempting such a project allows 

the reader to understand first, the incredible magnitude involved in understanding the making of 

Chicago, and secondly, Miller defense of his thesis on why Chicago is one of the most 

interesting cities in the world.  

Despite the many historical movements to try to clean-up Chicago’s disorders that 

developed, Miller is able to capture the epic that created such a city. It is easy to forget that the 

industrial metropolis was an entirely new thing, and part of why Chicago’s story is so important 

is because it gives us a piece of understanding for the development of America as a nation and 

where we were headed during the nineteenth century. Understanding that while American’s 

industrial nation improved with tremendous growth, the needs of ethic and black neighborhoods 

in Chicago and America were nearly ignored, becoming a separate national concern in which 

Chicago became a heightened example of its consequences.  

Chicago’s richest legacy, Miller explains, is the city planner’s belief that despite the 

enormous and multiplying problems of the city, that Chicago had potential to become a work of 

art. “But a great city is not a work of inspired scene painting, static and splendid. It is a living 

drama with huge and varied cast and plot filled with conflict, tension, spectacle, and 

significance.” 50 Miller’s defends Chicago by claiming that interesting cities are places of 

despair, moral conflict, and memorable advances. They are not perfect; in fact they are 

controversial. Chicago represents America in that the city is filled with the smart and the shabby, 

low culture and high. All of this makes up what Miller believes to be one of the most beautiful 

and intriguing stories ever told. In this way, Miller’s history resembles Smith’s account of 

important events in the city’s history. 
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In addition to social and physical movements, politics in Chicago’s history has long been 

an intriguing aspect of the city’s dynamics. And just as city planning can be attributed to one 

man, Daniel Burnham, city politics can also be attributed to one political figure: Mayor Richard 

J. Daley. In 2000, Adam Cohen and Elizabeth Taylor published American Pharaoh: Mayor 

Richard J. Daley and His battle for Chicago and the Nation. In their analysis of Daley’s rule, 

Cohen and Taylor paint Daley as a masterful politician-perhaps one of the shrewdest in U.S. 

political history. Serving as mayor from 1955 until his death in 1976, Daley served as one of the 

most powerful local politicians America had ever seen, with the ability to influence national 

decisions. 51 In a world today where politics is of great value and influence, Mayor Richard J. 

Daley becomes a fascinating case when studying how power shapes a city.  

The vast amount of history Daley contributed to is incredibly detailed. Cohen and Taylor 

write Daley’s historical influence and significance in such a way that paints him as more of a 

King than a Mayor. Indeed, Chicago and American saw this man has incredibly significant, 

having ties with even the President at the time. Daley reigned at a time when great crusades, such 

as the civil rights movement, the War on Poverty, and the anti-war movement all became a threat 

to his power. He appeared to have his focus on Chicago, but he was successful in spreading a 

national influence. Under Daley’s rule, for example, Chicago became the battleground for which 

Hirsch claims was one of the most significant and important pieces of Chicago history: ethnic 

and black segregation. Chicago became the most northern battleground for civil rights as Daley 

reigned during an era filled with ideological leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr. fighting for 

civil rights and George Wallace fighting for segregation. The Mayor played a key role in this 

national struggle as he successfully preserved racial segregation in public schools. 52 



  Eberly 27 

Emerging onto the national scene in 1868 as a voice for the anti-war, working-class 

culture. Part of his support was purely political; his blind obedience to machine politics was built 

with the understanding that when power shifted to the grass-roots level, political bosses like 

himself would suffer. More than anything the authors are fascinated by Daley’s character and 

appreciate his ability to rule, but of course leave their writing full of skepticism. Daley had an 

inability to change with the times, which ultimately ended his career in politics. Some political 

scientists look back on Daley’s reign as effective with his machine politics, but Cohen and 

Taylor come from the perspective that because Daley could not become flexible and relied too 

much on his loyalty to the machine, his legacy is left up to personal opinion. Daley contributed 

to great things for the city, but engaged in such corrupt leadership often his accomplishments are 

overlooked. In the end, Daley left Chicago and the nation, with a bankrupt school system that 

never completely recovered, a housing association that had to be taken over by the federal 

government, and a people left full of skepticism for future leadership. Historians continue to 

debate about whether or not Daley was truly an effective mayor by leaving such a large national 

struggle untouched. But Cohen and Taylor paint the mayor as simply human; full of faults and 

arrogant tendencies but passionate about his work and beliefs. 53 

In the end, when one looks back at the legacy of Daley, his devotion lay in building the 

modern city of Chicago. Cohen and Taylor reach the conclusion that although his reign was 

corrupt, Daley was successful in bringing Chicago back from its downward in the late 1940s. 

Using his power to reverse the city’s decline, Daley worked to reverse the flow of the middle 

class to the suburbs and develop Chicago’s downtown business district. Among his 

accomplishments, Cohen and Taylor write of his influence in building O’Hare International 
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Airport, the Sears Tower, the Dan Ryan Expressway, and expanding the campus of the 

University of Illinois. 54  

All of this, however, was built on the shifting foundation of racial segregation and a 

commitment to white neighborhoods. Historians continue to debate about whether or not Daley 

was truly an effective mayor by leaving such a large national struggle untouched. But Cohen and 

Taylor paint the Mayor as simply human; full of faults and arrogant tendencies but passionate 

about his work and beliefs. Titling their work appropriately, Cohen and Taylor ultimately reach 

the conclusion that this “pharaoh” ruled corruptly and effectively, matching Chicago’s diverse 

history. 

Focusing particularly on the housing crisis in Chicago,  Joseph C. Bigott published From 

Cottage to Bungalow: Houses and the Working Class in Metropolitan Chicago, 1869-1929 in 

2001. He focuses on the stream of immigration from 1869 to 1929, challenging many modern 

assumptions of modern housing. Breaking through previous studies in history, Bigott shows that 

the quality of a number of houses built for the working class far exceeded those built for the 

wealthy. Exploring social and cultural consequences as Americans entered the nineteenth 

century, Bigott explores how the rise of industrial Chicago allowed the working class to actually 

exceed the middle-class in many ways. Bigott believes historians have long overlooked the 

significance of respectable working-class houses. 55 

In the 1920s, images of affluent suburbs and the middle class culture dominated the 

media and became critical components of middle-class ideals. In the 1950s, suburbia was praised 

even more for its triumph in the private housing market, in the 1960s suburbia symbolized itself 

as excessive of materialism. This interpretation of home ownership, however, fails to consider 

the importance of working-class home ownership at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
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Bigott’s study examines the evolution of common house forms within the working class and why 

they have been so commonly ignored. 56 

Taking a similar approach to Mayer and Wade’s analysis, Bigott uses photographs, maps, 

and other primary historical sources as evidence for why he believes no one can speak with 

authority about the evolution of common house forms without examining such evidence. “Too 

often, urban historians have offered little analysis of the photograph appearing in their texts. 

Equally common, historians have used census records as statistical ‘proof’ of housing conditions 

without considering the types or range of housing within a neighborhood.” 57 Providing evidence 

from important events in Chicago’s history, such as the Pullman strike and local politics at the 

time, Bigott explains that upon further investigation of Chicago’s building environment, modern 

housing did not arise from the affluent styles of the wealthy, but rather vice versa. Modern 

housing was built from the creation of a large market of working-class housing that tended to 

increase in size and quality over time. By paying a significant amount of attention to the story of 

Pullman and his model town, Bigott compares many working-class neighborhoods to Pullman’s 

anomaly of a town. 58  

Bigott takes the title of his work from the common theme seen throughout historical 

photographs that cottages and bungalows were built over a tremendous portion of Chicago, and 

further, provided the basis for the modern home. Focusing his research to two of the earliest 

industrial suburbs, Hammond, Indiana and West Hammond, Illinois, Bigott takes his readers 

through a historical journey examining the evolution of the market for working-class housing 

from 1869-1929 when homes began to look more modern. Using this basis, Bigott breaks down 

his research into several parts. 59 
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First, he explores that common house forms in metropolitan Chicago. Secondly, Bigott 

analyzes the construction of the cottage in Hammond up through 1904. Bigott then weaves in the 

analysis of the populations varying in each location and develops, in case study form, how 

ordinary, working-class individuals experienced fundamental social changes. Reaching the 

conclusion that the development from cottage to bungalow was a piece of a much larger social 

change, Bigott’s work reveals a much deeper clash between cultures that formed the basic 

element in cities during the twentieth century. Both lower-class and upper to middle-class 

workers shared a vision for the American city, but viewing the opportunity for home ownership 

through the working-class allows historians to understand more fully the meaning of American 

freedom. On a quest for order, Bigott emphasizes why the working class challenged the 

assumptions of Progressive reform. 60 

But Progressive reform took on many faces in industrial Chicago. In 2003, Erik Larson 

explored the direct consequences and inspirations of the World’s Fair in The Devil in the White 

City: Murder, Magic, and Madness at the Fair that Changed America. Mirroring Miller’s 

narrative style, Larson fuses the mystery of the white city with the story of a nineteenth century 

serial killer and his quest for blood. As exciting as the novel for form of Larson’s accounts is, he 

brilliantly gives the reader a detailed history of the making of the Columbian Exposition: an 

event marked in Chicago’s history as the official re-birth of the city of city of Chicago.  

 For many, Chicago was the symbolof American freedom and ideas. Passing New York 

for the nomination, only 22 years after the Great Fire of 1871 had destroyed much of the 

downtown area, Chicago was chosen to host the biggest event the world has seen since France 

opened the Exposition Universelle in 1889 where Alexander Gustave Eiffel birthed the steel 

dream of the Eiffel Tower. 61 As wonderful as Eiffel’s tower was, explains Larson, it disfigured 
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France’s landscape and eventually humiliated the nation. Chicago not only had to avoid such a 

catastrophe, but it had to create something that the world envied. In what seemed like some kind 

of game, Chicago set out to “out-Eiffel’s Eiffel” and the idea of hosting such an event became 

irresistible as the whole world watched Chicago prepare. 

 Larson focuses on this specific event in Chicago’s history because it was the most 

important event that launched Chicago into the twentieth century, giving rise to Daniel 

Burnham’s Plan of Chicago in 1909 that would expand on the “city beautiful” movement across 

the country and around the world. Reflecting on Carl Smith’s ideas of disorder, the World’s Fair 

was supposedly an answer to not only the disorder of the city, but also the disorder of the urban 

world. Larson takes the reader into a day in the life of nineteenth century of Chicago, where we 

meet Daniel Burnham and Jonathan Root, future master planners and architects of the fair. 

Fredrick Law Olmstead joined the two in 1890, providing direction for the landscape of the Fair 

that created the white city.  

By providing a narrative history of these men, Larson not only highlights Chicago as the 

birthplace of ideas, but also a birthplace of invention. Larson’s work is full of detailed accounts 

of the many inventions that came out of Chicago’s industrial revolution and the planning of the 

Fair. The Burnham and Root partnership prospered beyond either man’s imagination. Burnham 

understood that Root was an artistic engineer, envisioning structures in their entirety, while Root 

understood Burnham’s ability to make the deal with the client. Together they solved the 

frustrations Chicago builders had felt for years and made Chicago the birthplace of the 

skyscraper. Each man recognized each other’s skill and this created a harmony between the two: 

they needed one another, echoing Hines historical account as well. 62 
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In this sense, Larson successfully echoes William Cronan’s ideas of relationship between 

city and country. He gives physical imagery to this type of relationship, illustrating on a much 

smaller scale of human development, the importance of relationships to Chicago. After all, it was 

the people that worked upon this second nature, creating a ‘third nature’ of constant innovation 

and invention. The Fair, as Larson impresses, would become a monument to architecture; its 

uniform, white structures stark against Chicago’s gray skies was the vision of a utopian-like 

society. Olmstead was able to transform Jackson Park from sand into “a park unlike any other in 

the nation.” 63 Through Olmstead, Larson paints the importance of first nature represented yet 

again. The landscape was as important, if not more important, as the buildings that would be 

placed upon it.  

Following Larson’s entertaining narrative, in 2005, Ann Durkin Keating published 

Chicagoland: City and Suburbs in the Railroad Age. This work drifts from the exciting novel 

form and instead examines the ‘second nature’ of the railroad era in Chicago and the rails came 

to define, not only Chicago, but the Midwest. It provides its readers with an exhaustive historical 

summary on how Chicago touched its suburbs and the significance of the rail in linking them and 

other major cities together. Agreeing again with Mayer and Wade’s analysis of the significance 

of buildings and construction in Chicago, Keating provides rationale and evidence on why the 

railroad in particular promoted urban development and why it was so important to Chicago. 64 

Keating identifies 233 nineteenth-century and early twentieth century settlements that 

emerged as railroad suburbs. These settlements grew to serve the greater Chicago area during its 

industrial development, as well as industrial towns, which also came to serve as a common form 

of development in the city. Comparing these and other suburbs that emerged as a result of the 

railroad, with the industrial sector that emerged inside Chicago, Keating highlights the incredible 
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significance of mobility of the railroad and its ability to not only create suburbs and cities, but 

entire regions. Thus, Chicagoland came to be made up of the city and its surrounding region. 65 

Echoing Cronan’s analysis of the city, Keating explains how the railroad reoriented 

Chicago to the Midwest and tied it with the other Great Lakes cities and with the rest of the 

nation. Providing extensive research of farm centers in Chicago, industrial and commuter towns, 

and well as recreation and institutional centers, Keating shows, with photographic evidence, 

what the railroad did that no other commodity could do: regionalize Chicago. Many of Chicago’s 

famous landmarks are tied to the railroad’s history and remind us that cities are modern, 

constantly pushing the standard limits of the metropolis. “But the past is not so distant. Instead, 

the railroad legacy is fundamental to understanding the contemporary landscape of Chicagoland. 

Chicagoans continue to live in places defined by the railroad…They have become component 

parts of edge cities, urban neighborhoods, and other new developments.” 66 The railroad provides 

for us the division between the spectacular and the common; a brilliant example of the thriving, 

urban metropolis Chicago has become and exemplified for other cities around the world. 

Following the theme of urban planning, in 2006, Carl Smith published a work focusing 

on another major even in Chicago’s history. The Plan of Chicago: Daniel Burnham and the 

Remaking of the American City focuses on the historic city planning of Daniel Burnham and is 

one of the most fascinating documents in urban planning. The document, after much fighting to 

get it passed, centers around its visual appeal and planned efforts in the many features of a city. 

From parks to streets to buildings, Burnham creates an urban plan that launched the metropolis 

of Chicago.  

The nineteenth century, as Cronan and other historians tell us, was the age of 

urbanization and industrialization. During this century, the country’s population exploded in the 
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major cities of the United States. New York, for example, grew from just over 60,000 to over 3 

million by 1900. Chicago had 1,099, 850 residents in 1890. By 1910, that number had more than 

doubled to 2,185,283. 67 The World’s Columbian Exposition in 1892 truly put Chicago on the 

map, but Chicago was still an unruly place. Burnham’s Plan of Chicago attempted to answer the 

question of where Chicago and America were heading. Smith provides a very detailed history of 

the events leading up to the plan, what allowed the Plan to come into effect, and how it was 

successful, not for the city but for the nation as well.  

Daniel Burnham acknowledged a long line of city planners that had inspired his work. 

The Plan did not appear without consultation from other sources and was inspired by other great 

cities in history. The city Burnham aspired for Chicago to be up again was Paris. From his design 

of the World’s Columbia Exposition, Burnham used the plans and models of the Paris 

architecture. Burnham singles out several cities in the Plan that Chicago should model after and 

avoid the mistakes of others. The main goal for Burnham’s Plan, however, was not to create just 

a beautiful city and widen the streets. “Chicago and other cities faced the compelling question of 

whether the often unsightly and unsanitary commercial and industrial metropolis should and 

could be transformed for the better through concerted and enlightened action.” 68 Smith thus 

provides us with a commentary on what Burnham understood to be the turn-of-the century 

America.  

The first major Progressive initiative for city planning was the City Beautiful movement, 

in which Daniel Burnham became the central figure. Proponents of the movement called for 

transforming the entire city, as Haussmann had done in Paris, and create interconnectedness 

between landscape and streets and buildings. City advocates believed it was possible for a city to 

be both “attractive and efficient.” 69 Burnham’s Plan of Chicago attempted to take this 
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movement and apply it to the reformation of Chicago. Beginning with the Columbian Exposition 

of 1892, Burnham proposed to plan and organize Chicago in the way no one had ever seen 

before. Smith generally focuses on analyzing why Burnham implemented his plan the way he 

did, and how it truly re-created a city’s morale. Burnham was extremely strategic in the way he 

wrote his Plan, using accuracy and credibility to convince his readers that the problems were 

assessed accurately. Smith’s focuses on small details such as this to paint the larger picture of the 

strategy Burnham used to implement his Plan.  

Unlike Hines, Smith does not go into great detail about the man Burnham was, but rather 

chooses to focus on the type of work Burnham created. Smith’s perspective on the Plan was that 

creating it was quite the undertaking on the part of many people, not just Burnham himself. This 

type of collaboration also produced the World’s Fair, so a similar approach was used here as 

well. One the many achievements most historians do not recognize that Smith understands as a 

primitive point for the Plan was its ability to bring businessmen and commercial architects 

together. Burnham was eventually commissioned head of the Merchant and Commercial clubs, 

both groups accustomed to dealing with large-scale enterprises. Those who came along side 

Burnham from these groups produced multiple accomplishments together creating a masterpiece 

plan to tackle the urban disorder of Chicago. 70  

From the proposal to widen Michigan Avenue to the dictation of building height in the 

city, Burnham and the Commercial Club planners created a map of the future of the city. 

Essentially, the Plan laid the foundation for the metropolis we know today. This groundbreaking 

document, as Smith explains, is the result of understanding modern urban life and how to its 

several creators understood this view. Smith, throughout the text, impresses upon readers that to 

simply allow the Plan to be reduced to a series of points instead of actually reading through 
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Burnham and the planners underlying conceptions about Chicago. “As carefully thought out as it 

is, the Plan of Chicago makes its first appeal to the senses, not the mind.” 71 Smith makes the 

case that the Plan is not just an architectural layout of a city. Instead, the first two chapters of the 

Plan are spent explaining why such a plan is needed for Chicago, and it is not until the third 

chapter that that presentation of specific proposals begins.  

Unlike the systematic order of Burnham’s ideas, the Plan is not laid out in this way. 

Specific recommendations are offered based on a set of governing ideas. The planners all 

believed that the urban experience is of critical importance. “As Paris proves, the Plan argues, a 

modern urban center like Chicago could possess convenience, functionality, beauty, and even 

dignity—a term it employs several times.” 72 In some ways, Smith argues, Chicago has come full 

circle since the Plan and it other ways it has changed drastically. Burnham was passionate about 

the natural landscape of the lakefront, but like Wille argues in her historical account of the 

lakefront. Based on this understanding, Smith believes Burnham would have agreed with the 

placement of the aquarium and the planetarium, and probably even the stadium. The evolution of 

Chicago’s city development is certainly a non-predicable one, but has outlined history in a visual 

way. Mayer and Wade’s ability to capture history through pictures echoes the direct effort of 

Burnham’s Plan: “to make no little plans…they have no magic to stir men’s blood.” 73 

In summary, all of the historians that have been reviewed here exemplify a different 

perspective on Chicago’s history. With as rich as it is, truly, it seems nearly impossible to 

encompass this vast history in one summary. However, understanding that no historian has 

accomplished such a feat provides some perspective on the inability to contain Chicago’s unique 

history. The breadth of its reach touches the poor and the wealthy; suburbs and industrial centers; 

corrupt politicians and progressive reform; first and second nature; urban disorder and the 
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opportunity of urban living; the professional and the student.  Chicago teaches us that 

opportunity is limitless. Its vast history teaches us only a small part of who we are as Americans, 

but its personal, intimate details provide us with examples of potential that continue to drive 

Chicago into the twenty-first century.  
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