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Blazing a trail through Lost Chicago

Planned riverwalk to link Chinatown, Navy Pier

In the shadow of the Roosevelt Road Bridge at the Chicago River, where the homeless sleep, a tattered Spanish-language Western lies open to Chapter 11. The story of this urban frontier, a vast forgotten place just blocks from the Sears Tower, is ready for an epilogue.

It's written in the recently rehabilitated bridge, whose ornate design suggests a day is coming when human eyes will be all around to appreciate the majestic piers that rise like jungle temples from the thistle and Queen Anne's lace. 

This vast urban netherworld, abandoned and untamed since the railroads left more than a quarter-century ago, is so isolated as to be incomprehensible to most Chicagoans on the bustling sidewalks of Michigan Avenue. "It's sort of our giant secret," said Ted Wolff, a Chicago landscape architect who is part of a consultant team under contract with the city.

But the area is front and center on the minds of city planners working on a long-held vision for the scraggly South Branch of the Chicago River. Last month, the City Council Finance Committee officially began the taming of the South Branch, approving a new 285-acre tax increment financing district that would spur development in the River South area and help pay for construction of the city's longest continuous riverwalk.

Over the next 5 to 10 years, planners say, this lost world, a sprawling, two-mile stretch of scruffy green space between 800 South Wells Street and Chinatown, will undergo profound change: Proposals for the northern end of the South Branch, from Van Buren Street to just south of Roosevelt Road, call for a mix of residential, office and commercial, said Joe Zehnder, deputy commissioner for planning and zoning.

South of that, to Chinatown, most plans are for residential development, Zehnder said.

Tying it all together, city officials hope, will be a two-mile stretch of paved walkway along the river, probably with benches, lightposts and landscaping. From Van Buren Street, the 18-foot-wide pedestrian and bike path would stretch two miles south to 18th Street near Chinatown.

Now, as a recent sojourn in the area showed, that route is choked with weeds, brush, rocks and trees--a vast wilderness with pastel butterflies and filtered sunlight. The lost Chicago.

"I don't think anybody knows about it," Wolff said. "You can feel lost in there, surrounded by the trees."

It's a good place for bird watching, Zehnder said--but not much else. "There's no reason to go down there," he said.

The Roosevelt Road Bridge, with its elaborate bas-relief pier caps depicting a symbolic Chicago scene--skyscraper, lightning, trains and a mysterious woman with her back to the viewer-- stands unappreciated by human eyes. Even the tour boats don't venture this far.

"Once you get past River City, there's not a heck of a lot to see," said Craig Wenokur, spokesman for Wendella Sightseeing Boats.

But long before reconstruction of the bridge was completed in the spring of 1995, everyone expected the area around it to be developed, said Stan Kaderbek, deputy commissioner and chief bridge engineer for the Chicago Department of Transportation.

The city has been working on plans for River South since 1990. Establishment of a tax increment financing district enables the city to redirect new tax revenues from development along the South Branch back into that area, rather than divvying them up among all the tax districts as usual.

"What we have down here in River South is a whole new community as the land is developed," Zehnder said.

City planners hope a riverwalk along the South Branch would become part of a more-or-less continuous walkway from Navy Pier to Chinatown, said Patricia Gallagher, director of Chicago's City Space project. Small stretches of accessible riverfront exist downtown.

Jan Ooms, 43, a professor from Holland, rested on a bench one afternoon last week in Chicago River Park, a short plaza across the river from Marina City.

"I thought I'd be able to go under the bridge and walk along the river," said Ooms, who was killing time before catching an Amtrak train to St. Louis. "But it's a very short stretch."

Nearby, 11-year-old Albert Knott lost a tennis ball in the river while bouncing it off the wall. The yellow ball bobbed in place in the green water, hung up in a stagnant pool just east of the same bridge abutment that interrupted Ooms' walk.

Many American cities, including Denver and San Antonio, have rediscovered riverfronts abandoned by rail and industry--"a windfall of land," Zehnder calls it. But Chicago, a city once famous for its rail connection, might have a little more to work with than most, Zehnder said.

"It's the silver lining of Chicago's history as the railroad capital of the country," Wolff said. "We get a lot of land, and it's all flat."

Although large tracts of land remained undeveloped in the city until the 1980s, that which lies along the east bank of the South Branch is thought to be the biggest single expanse.

But only the lonely know what lies beyond the end of South Wells Street.

The homeless gather near 18th Street, where the old railroad bridge over the river is always up, rearing huge and black against the sky, like a spooked horse.

"God help 'em," Wolff said. "But they just kind of want to be where nobody else is. It's just another form of displacement. You bring in some nice riverwalk, and they've got to find another bridge to sleep under."

Once the Baltimore and Ohio trains rolled east over the river just before turning north up the east bank to Union Station. But time hasn't meant anything out here for more than 25 years.

Several blocks south of the Roosevelt bridge, hidden in thick vegetation not far from the overgrown rail platforms of a forgotten time, is one person's frontier home:

An easy chair and other modest amenities fill a hollowed-out tree bedecked with a plywood roof.

Last week, beside the river downtown, Dennis Downey, 43, assembled a sandwich from two tomatoes, a wilted piece of lettuce and a shard of bun he had found in the trash and ate lunch, being careful to wipe his mouth with a napkin.

Just south of Van Buren, in the fading light of the workday, 31-year-old Charles Smith curled up for a nap against Lower Wacker Drive, his back to the river and the yachts that purred past headed north.

This is where the proposed riverwalk would start. With a short, narrow walkway already in place, this stretch of the river would be one of the easiest to tame.

"I think it's a good idea," Smith said of the proposed riverwalk, slapping rocks and grass out of his basketball shoes.

"They got 'em up the way."

Cassanova Cole, 23, a cook, ate his lunch on a bench across the river from Marina City after leaving work for the day.

"Look at Chicago," he said nodding toward the river. "It's like a postcard picture. Yeah, they should have another riverwalk."

But he had no frame of reference for a Chicago south of the Sears Tower.

Where Smith was sleeping, there was only the soft rushing sound of one car after another flying past on Lower Wacker, like the turning of pages. The world moves on. Ashes flying off his cigarette, Smith rose, hefted his black bag and strolled unhurried back up into the city and the gathering dusk.
