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ABSTRACT

Southeast Chicago's Calumet region
is many things to many people. Home to
wetlands and wildlife, mills and millgate
communities, landfills and brownfields, it
seems to defy easy characterization. This
paper argues that it is the jarring juxtapo-
sition of each of these features that best
reflects the area. Ten interpretive "keys" -
or significant landscape-shaping elements

form an interpretive frame.
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south, the region occupies the flat former bottom of glacial
Lake Chicago. As that lake was drained in stages (over
Niagara Falls, or out the spiliway through the moraine now
occupied by the Des Plaines River southwest of downtown
Chicago), a series of small beach ridges paralleling the
lakefront developed. These beach ridges served to frame
the watery swales that hold roughly a quLarter of Cook
County's wetlands, lakes such as Calumet, Wolf, and
George, and for at least 10,000 years they have also served
as dry foot paths through the marshes, bogs, fens, and
swamps.

Because Americans have only recently come to appre-
ciate the value of wetlands as habitat, as flood retention, as

a filter for contaminants, land as wet as this could be seen
as tabula rasa for industrial development, municipal waste
disposal, or as "waste" land. With downtown Chicago
developing on a constricted site at the mouth of the
Chicago River 10 miles to the north, why not move large
scale industry here? Why not use it to dump slag or urban
waste? What else would it be good for?

KEY 02: PIPE OF PEACE IN DEADSTICK POND
French fur traders used the word "Calumet" to

describe the "peace pipe" in broad use throughout the
upper Midwest. These pipes consisted of pipestem reeds
affixed to a bowl of good Minnesota pipestone. The reeds
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was covered up. Dune mining continued into the 1960s at
B3urns Harbor. On the other hand, enormous amounts of
new dry land were made by the dumping of slag and other
materials into Lake Michigan and into the wetlands. Now
there were "natural" features with names like irondale and
Slag Valley. The category of "made land" now stands out
as a 'natural area" almost on the same scale as the Dune
and Swvvale section of the region.

And some day V.41. Warshawski will take up the case
of the disappearing Lake Calumet. Since the Van
Vlissingen plan of 1925-and most actively in the 1950s in
preparation for the opening of the St. Lawvrence Seaway-
the city of Chicago has moved to transform the lake into a
grand sheltered harbor. A stay of execution came with the
technological obsolescence of general cargo shipping on
the Lakes and the shift 
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prime Lake Michigan lakefront. The Wisconsin Steel site,
closed in 1980, is still being cleaned up today. With back-
ing from the U.S. Environmental Plrotection Agency, the
city of Chicago launcled a major brownfields recovery
effort in 1995. TI'his led to the creation of new state lalwTs
that limit the liability of current landowners and that pro-
vide specific guidelines as to "how clean is clean." This
"tiered approach to cleanup objectives" takes specific
account of the future land use of the site: if it is to be
industrial in the future, objectives are a little more lenient.
But future 



Landscape of the Cahainet Regio70

ing birds would forget the wetlands they once called home.
Looked at another way, what the activists also began

to articulate was a vision of the region's assets that did not
require an airport to inmprove. The booming success of the
Ford Motor Company Taurus/Sable Assembly plant was
only one sign of the continued prosperity of some of the
region's companies.

KEY 010: SILK PURSE NATIONAL PARK
While the Mayor looked at the Calumet region in

-1990 and saw a sow's ear, others, spinning the oppositional
momentum into a positive force, began to see a silk purse.
By the count of James Landing, geography professor at the
University of Illinois-Chicago, some 23 studies and plans
for the region were written in the 1990s. Not the least
important of these was Landing's own proposal that the
area's unique congeries of natural and industrial history
made it a candidate for National Park status. What started
as a somewhat quixotic and whimsical idea gathered steam
and allies as the decade wore on. By 1998, the Calumet
Ecological Park Association was able to prevail on
Congress to have the National Plark Service conduct a feasi-
bility study for the idea. The Park Service demurred on
recommending that the area had significant natural assets,
but it did suggest pursuing National Heritage Area designa-
tion. Such a designation takes advantage of new modes of
public-private governance pioneered in the Illinois and
Michigan Canal National Hieritage Corridor, and it would
provide a nationally designated link between that Corridor
and the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore.

In 1999, a Bi-State Calumet Heritage Partnership was
created to advocate the formal designation of the area.
Meanwhile, other coalitions such as the Wolf Lake Bi-State
Alliance, the Lake Calumet Ecosystem Partnership, and the
Northwest Indiana Regional Forum suggest that multi-
stakeholder advocacy groups are gaining ground in the
region. The Lake Calumet Ecosystem Partnership, to name
one, advocates a vision of environmental restoration, eco-
nomic sustainability, and community redevelopment to
which an increasing number of governmental agencies,
environmental organizations, economic development enti-
ties and community organizations are signing on.

In the end, no one key opens up an untarnished mir-
ror of the region. Even within the environmental commu-
nity, some favor pollution prevention programs, others
habitat restoration, and others, some kind of green eco-
nomic development strategy. Yet, the fact that the groups
are talking to each other at all in a context that frankly
acknowledges their different interests while seeking com-
mon ground, suggests that this last key to the Calumet
Region may be the one that will best reflect the area, in all
its watery, flighty, hammering, multicultural and con-
tentious complexity.

NOTES

1. For example, the city's rich history and geography serves
as an organizing and introductory device in the widely
used introductory urban studies textbook by Barbara
Phillips, City Lights: Urban-Suburban America in a Globalizinig
Society, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).

2. James Landing has authored numerous concept papers
for regional land use under the auspices of the Lake
Calumet Study Committee and the Fort Dearborn Chapter
of the National Audubon Society.

3. Especially influential have been the insights of col-
leagues such as Fredrick Blum, Janet Halpin, Walter
McCarthy, William Peterman, and Michael Siola of Chicago
State University, and of James Landing of the Universitv of
Illinois at Chicago and Craig Colten of Southwest 'exas
State University.

4. A sketch of Thysmnia americana forms the frontispiece of
Floyd Swink and Gerouald Wilhelm's magisterial Plants of
the Chicago Region (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1995).

5. This is not unlike the view with which William Cronon
opens his Nature's Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West
(New York: Norton, 1991), pp. 5-6.

6. In hlarris and Ullman's seminal 'Nature of Cities" paper,
the Calumet District is set up as an example of a heavy
industrial district which becomes a nucleus for further
development. They describe the repellent qualities of the
industry found here: "the noise of boiler works, the odors
of stockyards, the waste disposal problems of smelters and
iron and steel mills, the fire hazards of petroleum refiner-
ies, and the space and transportation needs which inter-
rupt streets and accessibility...' Even here, however, these
are not sources of conflict per se; Chauncy D. lHarris and
Edward L. Ullman, "The Nature of Cities," Aninals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science 242
(November 1945), 7-17.

7. The city is reluctant to release a specific inventory of
sites because the information might jeopardize future
development of the site. One employee of the Department
of Environment estimated in a personal conversation that
the number was over 400, vary ing in size from single lots
to several hundred acres.

8. 15 in Illinois; 6 in Lake and Porter counties, Indiana.
City of Chicago, Lake Calumet Airport Feasibility Study,
February 1990(; People Against Hazardous Landfills Sites,
Tile Environment of Northwest Indiana: Contrasts and
Dilemmas (Valparaiso: PAHLS, 1993).

9. These are sites listed in southeast Chicago and north-
west Indiana counties on the CERCLIS list established by
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the Comprehensive Environmental Response
Compensation and Liability Act of 1980.

10. For a brief discussion of the Lake Calumet Airport situ-
ation in the context of airport planning in general, see
Mark J. Bouman, "Cities of the Plane: Airports in the
Networked City," in John Zukowsky, ed., Building for
Airports: Airport Architecture and Design (Munich: Prestel
Verlag and Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 1996).
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