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SPECIAL PLACES IN THE LAKE CALUMET AREA

Herbert W. Schroeder

is a Research Social

Scientist with the

USDA Forest Service,

North Central Research

Station, Evanston,

Illinois.

The experiences that people have in natural

environments can be an important part of

their lives. When people have highly valued

aesthetic and emotional experiences in

specific places or types of settings, these

places and settings take on particular

importance for them and become “special

places.” As natural areas become increasingly

vulnerable to development and urban sprawl,

it is important for planners and managers to

recognize the importance of special natural

places and to consider how such places are

affected by land management and

development policies.

The research study reported here is the most

recent in a series of surveys I have carried out

to learn about the feelings and meanings that

people attach to special places in natural

environments (Schroeder 2002). In earlier

studies, I looked at special places in the

Morton Arboretum west of Chicago

(Schroeder 1991), in the Upper Peninsula of

Michigan (Schroeder 1996), and in northern

Wisconsin (Schroeder 1998). This survey

report focuses on the Lake Calumet area,

which includes the southeast side of Chicago

as well as adjacent communities in

northeastern Illinois and northwestern

Indiana. The Lake Calumet area contains a

diverse mixture of industrial development,

residential communities, and natural features

such as lakes, wetlands, streams, prairies, and

forests. It is much more urbanized than any of

the other locations of my special places

surveys. The purpose of this study was to

provide information for multi-agency

planning efforts that are seeking to revitalize

both the economy and the ecology of the Lake

Calumet region.

METHODS

During the fall, winter, and spring of 2000-

2001, announcements of the Lake Calumet

Special Places Survey were distributed to

numerous groups and individuals in the

Calumet area. Announcements were passed

out at public meetings, given to visitors at

local nature centers, printed in a local

newspaper, and sent by regular and

electronic mail to people belonging to groups

that have an interest in the Lake Calumet

area. People who responded to the

announcement and expressed an interest in

participating were sent a survey and

instructions for writing their responses.

The survey asked them to identify outdoor

places that they thought were special within

the Lake Calumet area and to explain the

thoughts, feelings, and memories that they

associated with these places. The survey also

asked for some background information

about the participants, including where their

primary residence is, whether they live in or

regularly visit the Lake Calumet area, how old

they are, how old they were when they first

came to the Calumet area, what activities they

most enjoy doing there, and whether they

have lived most of their life in urban,

suburban, small town, or rural areas. At the

end of the survey, a space was provided for

people to write in general comments about

the Calumet area or about the survey. A

stamped, preaddressed envelope was

provided for returning the surveys. Copies of

the survey announcement, instructions, and

response forms are included in the appendix

to this report.

I read carefully through all the survey

responses that were mailed back to me,

outlining the features and themes that

appeared most often across people’s

descriptions of their special places. The

outline included four main divisions: (1)

specific, named locations mentioned in

people’s descriptions of special places; (2)

environmental features and characteristics of



special places; (3) activities or behaviors that

people reported engaging in or observing at

their special places; and (4) subjective

qualities, feelings, meanings, and experiences

associated with special places. More details on

the methods I use for identifying special

places themes can be found in Schroeder

(1996).

Because the group of respondents who wrote

place descriptions was self-selected and not

random, their responses cannot be generalized

to draw conclusions about how the general

public views the Calumet area. Instead, their

responses give an indication of the types of

places, features, and experiences that are

important to those people who care enough

about places within the Calumet area to want

to respond to a survey of this kind.

RESPONDENTS

Twenty-four people returned completed

surveys, providing a total of 76 individual

place descriptions plus an assortment of other

comments and observations about the Lake

Calumet area. The respondents ranged in age

from 25 to 79 years. Eleven had their primary

residence in the Lake Calumet area, and

another nine visited there regularly. Five of the

non-Calumet residents lived in the city of

Chicago and five in the suburbs. Four of the

non-residents were former residents of the

Calumet area; one of these lived in southern

Illinois, and one in the Upper Peninsula of

Michigan.

The residents and former residents had lived

in the Lake Calumet area from 23 to 79 years.

The average length of residence was 40 years.

The respondents, including residents, former

residents, and visitors, had first come to the

Lake Calumet area from 1 to 75 years ago.

The average number of years since first

coming to the Lake Calumet area was 40.

Twenty of the respondents belonged to

organizations that had some interest or

involvement in planning for the Lake Calumet

area. The most common of these were the

Calumet Ecological Park Association (eight

respondents) and the Audubon Society (six

respondents). Other organizations that

respondents belonged to included the Calumet

Heritage Partnership, Lake Calumet Ecosystem

Partnership, and various other environmental,

recreation, and interest groups.

When asked about what kind of community

they had lived most of their lives in, most of

the respondents indicated either big cities or

suburbs, or both. Two had lived mostly in

small towns and one in rural areas.

SPECIAL PLACE DESCRIPTIONS

A total of 76 place descriptions were written,

ranging in length from 12 to just over 300

words. The number of places described by

each respondent ranged from 1 to 6.

Table 1.—Number of respondents mentioning

locations of special places
                                         Number of

Place location                respondents

                                             (N=24)

Neighborhoods north and west 4

Lake Michigan Shore area 4
   Migrant Bird Trap 3

Lake Calumet area 14
   Lake Calumet 9
   Dead Stick Pond 4
   Big Marsh 3
   Indian Ridge Marsh 3

Calumet River area 11
   Calumet River 4
   Hegewisch Marsh 3
   Beaubien Woods (Parsons) 4

Wolf Lake area 14
   Wolf Lake 12
   Eggers Woods 4

Powderhorn area 8

South Suburban area 7
   Sand Ridge area 4
   Thornton area 4
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A variety of specific, named locations were mentioned in descriptions of special places. Table 1 lists some

of the most commonly mentioned locations, sorted into several subareas of the Lake Calumet region.

These subareas are shown in the map in figure 1. The locations mentioned most often as special places

were in the Lake Calumet, Wolf Lake, and Calumet River areas, followed by the Powderhorn Lake area

and the suburbs south of Lake Calumet. Several of the respondents wrote about places that were outside

of the area shown in the map given them with the survey to show the extent of the Calumet area. These

included the Forest Preserves and nature center in the Sand Ridge and Thorn Creek areas.

Figure 1.—Locations of
Places Named in Special
Place Descriptions.
Numbers in parentheses
show how many
respondents mentioned
locations within each
subarea.
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Lake Calumet 
Area (14) 

Neighborhoods 
North & West (4) 

Lake MI Shore 
Area (4) 



Participants mentioned a variety of activities



Natural Features and Environments

The types of natural features most often



“This was the first place where I

encountered wild amphibians and

reptiles.”

The diversity of the flora and fauna in the

Lake Calumet area, as well as the rarity of



“Just a short walk from the projects, the

kids get to explore and discover nature.”

Even though they are not physically distant

from built-up urban landscapes, these places

can give people the feeling of being far away

from their usual daily environments.

“Although only a 7 minute drive from my

home, it seems far removed from my

daily surroundings.”

“It is large enough to immerse yourself in,

and feel that you are miles away from

civilization.”

They are places of solitude, where people can

escape and find refuge from the pressures of

urban living.

“Here is eerie solitude, a hidden niche of

the bustling industrial metropolis, a

respite from the rushing world.”



Pollution, especially of the water, was noted

by some of the respondents.

“111th St. ... ended at a stinking cat tail

swamp, a large sewer laden with you

know what regurgitating into that vast

area called the lake.”

“Shorelines with rusting tank farms

leaking caustic chemicals into dead

waters.”

Air pollution and smells from factories and

landfills are also noticeable.

“But I always close my windows and put

on the recirculate air for the car because of

the strong (poisonous?) smell from the

factory near the toll booths.”

“If the wind happened to be from the

north, yuk - the smell from the city dump!

From the south west, double yuk - [a

nearby paint factory].”

“Also, unfortunately, there is a large,

active garbage dump mountain directly

across the highway from it, which often

stinks.”

Sometimes these unpleasant features are

tolerated or downplayed in people’s

descriptions. People are aware of these

features, but their attention is mainly on the

outstanding natural resources that are there to

be appreciated.

“Even with the stink from the dumps, and

the associated flies, it was a great place to

go to.”

“Windy, cool, sandy, refreshing even

though on the Indiana side there is

frequently a smell generated by the close-

by [starch processing plant].”

People are concerned over the impact of

pollution on the natural environment.

“In the past the mills and chemical

companies didn’t do the creek any good. In

the future my fears are that the extension

of 126th Street will increase traffic and

dumping in the area.”

Table 4.—Number of respondents mentioning

human and built features of special places

   Number of

Feature  respondents

       (N=24)

Industry 14

Residential areas 9

Commercial development 4

Transportation 15
Roads/bridges 11
Railroads 8



“I wonder about the birds and fishermen,

are they being poisoned? Such beautiful

birds and such nasty smells.”

They are impressed at the ability of natural

flora and fauna to survive in spite of the

extreme circumstances.

“I’m amazed that as badly as this area has

been abused, it still harbors an amazing

biodiversity.”

But the impact of industrial features on

people’s experience is not always entirely

negative. In some cases, human development

actually attracts or provides habitat for wildlife

species.

“A landfill to the north with lots of gulls

and sometimes, hawks on its man-made

slopes.”

For some people, the industrial features of the

region themselves can be a source of interest

and fascination. They enjoy observing these

features.

“Touring historic areas, industries and civil

engineering wonders.”

“I even like to see the smoke, steam, and

occasional visible flames which are

sometimes viewable at the steel plant.”

“One of my earliest memories was standing

by our back door and watching the trains

go by - there were no houses between our

house and the tracks to the west.”

Some of the industrial modifications of the

landscape have even been used as

opportunities for  recreation.

“We liked to splash around in the shallow

water, including one time in the warmth of

the cruddy outfall of process water from

the Pullman plant.”

“His Dad used to take them up to the top

of the dump in the car. They’d park and

wait awhile with the lights off, leaning

against the car. When his Dad turned the

lights on, they’d see rats running around.

He’d shoot as many as he could. I still

wish I would’ve had a .22 and would have

been invited to go along.”

Besides industry, the human-made features

that appear most often in people’s descriptions

of special places include recreation facilities,

nature centers, and paths for walking and

hiking.

“Nice picnic areas for larger (or small)

picnics or family reunions.”

“The center has exhibits for adults and

children to learn more about the flora and

fauna of the area.”

“I liked walking the trails and boardwalks

of the marshy sections in summer.”

Some people included adjacent residential

neighborhoods and homes as part of the

context for the special place they were

describing.

“Drive down streets that change names as

they go north through a residential district

of manicured, tiny lawns in front of small,

well-maintained homes.”

“The neighborhood along one side is very

poor, and kind of scary.”

Human beings themselves are also a part of

special places. The respondents often wrote

about other people—especially friends, family,

tour groups, visitors, and residents of the

Calumet area—in connection with their

special places.

“Remember fishing there with my father

and grandfather and now there with my

sons.”
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“I enjoyed ‘shooting the breeze’ with some

old-timers fishing alongside of us.”

“She was an elderly lady, known to us

boys as ‘Nan-Nan Johnson’, who

subsisted valiantly as a mini-rancher

raising varieties of livestock on ‘idle’

land around her frame garage home.”

Memories of the Past, Hopes for

the Future

The respondents who grew up in the Calumet

area related memorable events and

experiences from their childhoods.

 “Several of us teen-age boys, who lived in

the Fernwood community, three or four

miles northwest of the lake, would hike to

it, to revel in this most ‘wilderness’ part of

our increasingly developed flatlands

region. Our main objective was usually to

‘cook-out’, boy scout style, perhaps baked

potatoes, or even bacon and eggs.”

“Where 130th Street crosses the Calumet

Great Lakes ships were often tied up. As a

hiker or biker on 130th Street they were

most fascinating to this kid. On one

occasion another scout and I were invited

to come aboard. Wow, what a thrill! Long

wood ladder from ground to the deck (over

the rail). Going up wasn’t bad (looking up)

but coming down after a ‘tour’ of the ship

was a bit worrisome. The view down was

a bit scary.”

“One day while out in the boat, I found

and retrieved a wooden, floating, jointed,

creek chub darter lure in the silver flash

pattern. While my Dad was pulling stuff

together to leave, I walked from the

channel side of the club’s peninsula to the

lake side. I tied on the lure, very little light

left, maybe the first cast, I had a shocking

surface strike (my first ever). Heavy fish,

much excitement. Net is back in the boat.

Another jump and gone. I’ve preferred

surface fishing ever since.”

Some of them believe that these experiences

have had a formative effect on their lives and

character.

“This is the place where I got my

appreciation and love for nature - however

humble on the south side of Chicago.”

“No doubt my childhood in the outdoors

has led me to the roles of volunteer bird

monitor ... and volunteer site steward ... .”

Over time, these people have seen many

changes take place in the Lake Calumet

region. They feel regret and sadness over the

destruction and loss of natural areas.

“It means a memory tinged with regret for

what is lost.”

“Marshland south of 130th - gone for good

under a mountain of trash.”

“A sad compromise - the development of

land/business and the destruction of

natural habitat.”

Even in cases where natural environments are

not physically destroyed, people may be

distressed by changes in the character of and

access to their favorite sites.

“It’s hard to explain but I’m truly sad that

we are no longer allowed to visit this area,

no stopping, no fishing, no parking signs

everywhere.”

“I hope this spot NEVER gets ‘officially’

developed. I enjoy using the tiny deer path

down to it. It would lose a lot of its charm

for me if the access was on a cleared, 4-

foot cedar chip trail.”

Recent efforts and proposals for restoring and

improving the quality of natural and human

environments cast the future of the Calumet

area in a more positive light.
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“I hope someday the old [steel mill]

property (off S. Ave. O) just west of Wolf

Lake can be cleaned up. With legislation

it can be restored and made into a large

greenery preserve. It could have parks,

wildlife restoration areas and man-made

wetland sections on this property.”

“It’s great to see the cooperation in

building better rail connections into [the

automobile manufacturing plant], and

plans for reducing congestion, and the

role of [commuter rail] connections in the

life of Pullman and Roseland

communities.”

Looking ahead, people hope that the

remaining natural places and habitats can be

preserved and protected for the future.

“We cannot afford to lose any more of this

fantastic habitat. It must be saved for

folks in the future.”

“I’m sure that even this area has its limits.

It has to be preserved BEFORE these

limits are reached.”

“I hope that good planning will ensure

that many generations will continue to

enjoy these beautiful wilderness areas

long after I’m gone. What a sin to lose

them.”

DISCUSSION

The Lake Calumet Special Places Survey is

one of a series of similar studies that I have

carried out to better understand how people

experience and value natural environments.

Taken together, these surveys reveal both

commonalities and differences in the

experiences described by various groups of

people in different regions of the Midwest.

Some of the themes and values that emerged

in the Lake Calumet study are quite similar to

those I found in earlier surveys in northern

Wisconsin and Michigan (Schroeder 1996), as

well as at the Morton Arboretum in the

Chicago area (Schroeder 1991). Qualities that

the Lake Calumet special places have in

common with special places identified in

surveys from other locations include the beauty

of the environment; feelings of serenity and

peacefulness; contact with natural features and

processes (including wildlife); solitude; and

opportunities to escape or find refuge from the

stresses of daily life and more built up

surroundings.

In some cases, the descriptions of these

characteristics of special places in the Lake

Calumet survey were strikingly similar to the

descriptions obtained in surveys of special

places in the rural and mostly undeveloped

northwoods of Wisconsin and Michigan. For

example, compare the following description of

a secluded place from the Lake Calumet survey

with one from a similar survey of special places

in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan:

LAKE CALUMET: “Although I passed by

frequently, I never noticed a big swamp

through the trees and down the hill until a

friend showed me an obscure path down to

it. Now, throughout the year, I sit immobile

on a fallen tree and watch deer, muskrats

and beavers. ... I never encounter another

soul there, yet friends tell me they have

visited. The people who go there treat the

site with awe and respect. ... It’s a tiny,

private undiscovered place where I can go

all by myself to chill out and get

reconnected to that which is important in

my life.”

MICHIGAN UPPER PENINSULA: “A river

with a unique eddy creating a hole for

brook trout. A mile walk through wet cedar

swamp and tag alder. Occasional sightings

of raccoon, bear, deer, heron and hawks. ...

No easy spot to find, but is visited 4 times

per trout season on the average. A spot

discovered alone but since have found

others know of it and have fished it. Only
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have encountered one other party there in

8 years. Complete privacy, solitude is

relaxing.”

Another common theme expressed in both the

Lake Calumet and the northwoods surveys

was the uniqueness and rarity of the special

places and their contrast to other more

common (and usually more developed)

settings. People in both regions treasure their

special places and feel concerned that future

changes in the regional landscape may spoil

these uniquely valuable settings. They hope

that it will be possible to protect and preserve

these places and the characteristics that make

them special.

In both the Lake Calumet area and the more

remote regions of the northwoods, there were

several survey respondents who had grown up

in the area and for whom childhood memories

were an important aspect of their special

places. The following two recollections of

growing up in the Lake Calumet area and in

the Black River area of northern Michigan

suggest that, as recently as the 1930s, life in

these two regions was not all that different.

LAKE CALUMET: “In the late 1930s, this

consisted of some scattered woodlands and

some squatter homesteads and a lot of

pristine wetlands. ... [My schoolmates’]

parents had a small cabin home in what

was then the community of Parsons. Part

of their sons’ life style included running

trap lines for muskrat, mink, etc., in the

marshes in winter, and fishing and

swimming in the lake and river in the

summer.”

BLACK RIVER, MICHIGAN: “I remember

the falls as I spent a lot of time along the

River, fishing below the falls. At times we

had some good rainbow fishing. Well in

the fall of the year as you know, my father

was caretaker of the park and at that time

no people would be around and to pass the

time I would trap for animals such as

mink, muskrats, weasel, coyote.”

Lake Calumet today, of course, is not the

northwoods. The differences between the Lake

Calumet special place descriptions and the

responses from special place surveys in other

locations are, not surprisingly, mostly related

to the level of urban and industrial

development in the Lake Calumet region.



CONCLUSIONS



APPENDIX

This appendix includes copies of the flier announcing the survey; the cover letter, instructions,

and map that accompanied the survey; and the pages on which survey participants wrote their

responses.
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15
Survey Announcement Flier

TELL US WHAT THE LAKE CALUMET AREA MEANS TO YOU . . . 
 
The City of Chicago and the State of Illinois have recently announced a joint plan for revitalizing both the industry 
and the natural areas around Lake Calumet. To help in planning for the future of this area, the USDA Forest 
Service, North Central Research Station is inviting residents and visitors to participate in the "Lake Calumet Area 
Special Places Study". The purpose of this study is to find out what people think and feel about the Calumet area -
- especially the many outdoor places and natural features that are found here. 
  
Whether you've lived your whole life here or have only visited once, we'd like to hear from you! 
 
The general area covered by this study is shown 
in the map to the right. It includes the southeast 
side of Chicago as well as adjacent communities 
in Illinois and Indiana. This area contains a 
diverse mixture of industrial development, 
residential communities, and natural features 
such as lakes, wetlands, streams, prairies, and 
forests. 
 
Participants in the study will be asked to 



16 Survey Cover Letter

United States

Department of

Agriculture

Forest

Service

North Central

Research Station

845 Chicago Ave., Suite 225

Evanston, IL  60202

_______________________________________________________________________________

                                           

Dear :

Thank you for your interest in the "Lake Calumet Area Special Places Study". The purpose of this
study is to help those who are planning for the future of the Lake Calumet area understand how
people see, experience, and value this area – especially the many outdoor places and natural
features that are found here. If you have ever visited or lived in the general area of Lake Calumet
and Wolf Lake, we would like you to tell us what this area means to y ou. This includes any
thoughts, feelings, and memories that you have about special outdoor places within the Lake
Calumet area, as well as about the area as a whole.

If you would like to be a part of this study, please read the instructions on the enclosed pages. I
have included forms for you to write your comments on. Your using these forms will make it
easier for us to read and summarize different people's replies. But if these forms do not work for
you, feel free to respond in whatever way you like. And please don't worry about your spelling,
grammar, or wr iting style. We are interested in whatever you have to tell us about the Lake
Calumet area, however you want to say it.

Al l replies will be kept anonymous. There is no need to include your name or address with your
response.

If you have questions or comments, you may call me at 847-866-9311, extension 15, or send me an
e-mail at hschroeder@fs.fed.us.  Once again, thank you for your interest in this study.

Sincerely,

HERBERT W. SCHROEDER
Research Social Scientist

Enclosures

Caring for the Land and Serving People Printed on Recycled Paper
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Survey Instructions

 THE LAKE CALUMET AREA SPECIAL PLACES STUDY 
------------------------------------------------- 

 >>> Please read these instructions carefully before you begin. <<< 
 
On the attached pages, we would like you to tell us about one or more outdoor places in the Lake 
Calumet area that are special to you. For this st



18 Map of the Calumet area

MAP OF THE LAKE CALUMET AREA 
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Survey Place Descriptions page 1

PLACE #1 The Lake Calumet Area Special Places Study 
 
 
DESCRIPTION OF PLACE: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WHAT IT MEANS TO YOU: 
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Survey Place Descriptions page 2

PLACE #2 The Lake Calumet Area Special Places Study 
 
 
DESCRIPTION OF PLACE: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WHAT IT MEANS TO YOU: 
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Survey Place Descriptions page 3

PLACE #3 The Lake Calumet Area Special Places Study 
 
 
DESCRIPTION OF PLACE: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WHAT IT MEANS TO YOU: 
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Survey Place Descriptions page 4

PLACE #4 The Lake Calumet Area Special Places Study 
 
 
DESCRIPTION OF PLACE: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WHAT IT MEANS TO YOU: 
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Survey Personal Information page

ABOUT YOURSELF ... The Lake Calumet Area Special Places Study 
 
1. What is the zip code where you live? (If you have more than one home, please give the zip code 
for where you live most of the time.) 
 

Zip Code: ________________________________ 
 
2. If your main home is in the Lake Calumet area, how long have you lived in this area? 
 
 _____ years 
 
3. If your main home is not in this area, do you visit the Lake Calumet area regularly?  
 
 _____ Yes  _____ No 
  
4. How old are you? _____ 
 
5. How old were you when you came to the Lake Calumet area for the first time? _____ 
 
6. What kinds of outdoor activities do you most enjoy doing in the Lake Calumet area? 
 
 
 
 
7. Where did you find out about this study? ______________________________________ 
 
8. Do you belong to, or work for, any groups or organizations that are interested in or involved in 
planning for natural environments in the Lake Calumet area?   _____ Yes  _____ No 
 
 If yes, which groups or organizations? _______________________________________ 
      _______________________________________ 
      _______________________________________ 
      _______________________________________ 
 
9. Where have you lived most of your life?  In a: 
 
_____ big city    _____ small city    _____ suburb    _____ small town    _____ rural area 
 
 
OTHER COMMENTS: (Use the back of this page if you need more room) 
 



Printed on recyclable paper.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
prohibits discrimination in all its programs and
activities on the basis of race, color, national
origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political
beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family
status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all
programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require
alternative means for communication of program
information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.)
should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at (202)
720-2600 (voice and TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA,
Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W,
Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue,
SW, Washington, DC  20250-9410, or call (202)
720-5964 (voice or TDD).  USDA is an equal
opportunity provider and employer.
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Mission Statement

We believe the good life has its roots in clean air, sparkling water, rich soil,

healthy economies and a diverse living landscape. Maintaining the good life for

generations to come begins with everyday choices about natural resources. The

North Central Research Station provides the knowledge and the tools to help

people make informed choices. That’s how the science we do enhances the

quality of people’s lives.

For further information contact:

North Central Research Station

USDA Forest Service

1992 Folwell Ave.

St. Paul, MN  55108

Or visit our web site:

www.ncrs.fs.fed.us




