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RI VERSI DE6S EARLY RO
WHAT LIES BENEATH?

By Jim Petrzilka

Everyone loves a mystery, but some historical mysteries can be vexing because of the
likelihood that they will never be solved. One such mystery concerns the details of the

initial execution of Frederick Law Ol mst
The great Chicago Fire of October 1871 destroyed the Riverside Improvement

Companyb6s office at No.73 Clark St. in d
included all documents pertaining to Olm

superintendence of Riverside, for none has been found. Olmsted, Vaux & Co. had totally
separated from the project by Nov.1870, but in 1869 they were going all out to develop
the village, racing to develop a sufficient revenue stream to offset the heavy expenditures
of construction. Recently a tiny bit of history has surfaced that sheds some light on this
period, specifically on the materi al use
with poignant implications.

Of all the charms of Riverside the curving roads command the most comment and praise.
Indeed, Olmsted emphasized the importance of good all weather roads and roadside
drainage in his preliminaryreport. The roads may be said to
actually made the roads? How were they carved out, graded, surfaced? What implements
were used? How was the work force organized? Where did the materials come from? We
have had, until now, few specifics, although we know a good deal about standard
practices of the day and Ol mstedébés state

The recovered history turns out to be as charming in its own way as the subject to which it
pertains 1 for it gives the source and tragic provenance of the original gravel used on
Riversidebs roads.

On June 4™ 1869 the Riverside Improvement Company published a classified ad in the
Chicago Tribune. It was a request for bids for the transport of gravel. The gravel, sifted to
a size no greater than 3 inches, was to be obtained from the Joliet Mound Company and
transported from Joliet via the lllinois and Michigan canal to Summit, lllinois and
subsequently hauled to Riverside. Compac
roads. This tiny and prosaic bit of history would not otherwise be worthy of much note
except that further investigation reveals a deeper significance. For not all gravel is alike.

The Joliet Mound, a large ice age geologic remnant, was at that time just one and one
half miles southwest of the town of Joliet, located on the northwest side of the Des
Plaines River. It was oriented north east to south west, flat topped, steeply sided, 60 ft
high, 1350 ft long, 225 ft wide, and was the source of the gravel to be transported to
Riverside.

Of historical note, Marquette and Joliet, for whom the town is named, had camped at, and
mapped, the mound in 1673 on their famous exploratory journey; the great Native
American chief Pontiac was reported to have been slain atop the mound during a tribal
dispute over hunting rights in 1769; it was for many years a key reference point for Des
Plaines river navigation; and it was an early 19" Century tourist attraction because of its
beautiful and lofty views.

Because of the many Native American remains and artifacts found in its gravels, as
described in an 1868 letter to the Assistant Geologist of lllinois, it had certainly been
heavily used for hundreds of years by the areas pre-historic Native Americans. Indeed,
since geologic structures of this type are normally round topped, it seems likely that at
some point in the past Joliet Mound had been modified, flattened, and converted to a
platform mound similar to those found at famous pre-historic sites like Cahokia. Why
build a mound when one is available largely ready made?

Continued on Page 4

AD .

4%
o
(@}
(2]

1=
~ =
D >

—

U7

i ma k

e d




www.olmstedsociety.org

The Frederick Law Olmsted
Society Of Riverside

NEWSLETTER

WINTER 2009

Founded in 1968, the Frederick Law
Olmsted Society of Riverside is a ro
profit organization dedicated to the
preservation and restoration of the
original village plan, developed in
1868 by landscape architect Frederi
Law Olmsted and his partner Calver

ested individuals. Annual MemberslH
is available for a $25.00 (tax deducti
ble) contribution.

Officers

President: Kimberly Jacobs
Vice President: Tim Ozga
Treasurer: Theresa Pelletier
Secretary: Cindy Kellogg
Committees

Architecture: Sander Kaplan

Housewalk: Constance Guardi,
Kimberly Jacobs

Landscape: Cindy Kellogg,
Holly Machina

Library: Jane Kunka

Long Range Planning & Lectures:
Thomas Jacobs

Membership:Joanna Beaumont
Newsletter: Chandra Reynolds

Tours/Education: Tony Pecelunas,
Lonnie Sacchi,

Website: Tim Ozga

Honorary Directors: Ted Smith,
Mike Delise, Geri Tauber

Copyright 2009. The Frederick Law
Olmsted Society of Riverside
PO Box 65, Riverside, lllinois 60546

A Letter From The President

w

By Kim Jacobs

n

Vaux. Membership is open to all intgine r i t

As my first year as Olmsted Society President comes to a close, | reflect upon the
goals | had stated in | ast springds new

To improve our research and knowledge, thus remaining relevant
To stay true to our mission to preserve and protect our legacy

To continue respectful dialogue and collaboration with the village
To continue our strong ethic of volunteerism.

| am pleased to report that our landscape workdays, poetry contest, walking tours, and
lectures have all enjoyed great participation. But the first goal, remaining relevant by

improving our research and knowledge, came from the History Museum as a rediscov-
ered masterdés thesis from 1981 by Unive
Sieron, titl-eRdecmRiswearuscitdeonl lwi t hin t he H

In the introduction, Mr. Sieron, who today is a partner at Peter Walker & Associates, a
pre-eminent landscape architecture firm, affrms, A The i nt ent of

ghe means by which Riverside can recapture its original rural, natural scenery. Be-
cause a landscape is never static, an exact restoration of a natural landscape has
only to the extent a research met

IPﬁstorically, the Olmsted Society has been guided byth e A Pr el i mi nary
Proposed Suburban Village at Riverside,
the investors of the Riverside Improvement Company. It has been and will remain to
be the most important and relevant sour
Sieronbés thesis, on the other hand, is
port. It is a scientific assessment and survey of the Riverside landscape in 1981, and is
a roadmap for a responsible way forward in sustaining our Historic Landscape.

To not e, sever al ot her reportfs and stud

St r a k a TherRwdrsale Liandscape.o There is'another m
from the University of lllinois titled fHistoric landscape evaluation and conservation
plan / prepared for the Village of Riverside, lllinois;6 ( Cai r ns, Kesl er

These documents are available at the Riverside Library. Also, FLOS Board member
John Kunka, then a member of the Forestry Commission, created planting plans for
the village, which are available to view at www.olmstedsociety.org.

29 years have passed and today we do not have a comprehensive landscape mainte-
nance plan. As a result, the village will continue to get bogged down with discussions
like the one over cultivars versus native plant materials. Such disagreements would be
preempted if a comprehensive landscape maintenance plan were in place. Without a
landscape plan, the decision for tree and shrubbery placement is left arbitrary and
open to interpretation. Without a plan, we will not know whether our landscape mainte-
nance supports or detracts from Ol msted
(meadows,) and picturesque vistas. Without the benefit of a plan that is developed and
embraced by all stakeholders, individual issues of secondary importance drain us of
energy and goodwiill.

The History Museum has distributed the Sieron Report to our Trustees, the LAC, and
the FLOS Board. | challenge all to read it and to begin collaboration towards the much
-needed comprehensive landscape maintenance plan. (Send me an e-mail if you
would like to receive an electronic copy.)

Let us create a new roadmap to sustain our continued landscape legacy. Let us re-
capture Riverside, as Mr. Sieron suggested 29 years ago.

Thank you for your support. | am humbled to be of service to you.

Kim Jacobs president@olmstedsociety.org
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A ROOM WITH AVIEW

By Tim Ozga

Newcomers to Riverside often comment on the

refreshing tranquility they experience when they move

into their new home. A look out the window offers

views of openness, a pastoral landscape not often

encountered so close the busy streets of downtown

Chicago and its surrounding suburban sprawl.

Returning from a busy day at the office, they are

greeted by the winding roads and soothing vistas of

the Riverside landscape. If you have ever experienced

this calming effect, you are not alone...and if at first

this feeling seems somewhat inexplicable, it is by no

means unintentional. Frederick Law Olmsted,

heralded as one of America's greatest landscape

architects, worked with the Riverside Improvement

Company to create this suburban retreat. His plan was to provide the beauty and repose of a rural setting while offering
access to modern amenities necessary for daily living. Today the impact of his creation is still felt nearly 150 years after
its initial conception.

Many of Olmsted's original design elements are key to the overall calming effect. Included are the winding roadways
which were originally built several feet below the landscape to offer the illusion of a continuous greenscape from your
doorstep to the home of a neighbor across the way. Between the winding roadways we find the many commons,
parkways and triangles so integral to Riverside. As a landscape architect, Olmsted crafted the placement of these
features much the way an artist paints a scene or an architect scales his buildings. Landscape features are painted
across the canvas of Riverside. With each stroke, the thoughtful placement of these many greenspaces offers an
inviting sense of nature awaiting visitors around every turn.

His planting plan for these green spaces was carefully thought out to provide a 'room with a view' wherein one could
lose themselves in a more peaceful, countryside setting. To achieve this effect, planting principles were recommended
to combine the use of ground cover, understory and shade trees. Open spaces were framed in picturesque fashion by
grand shade trees, capturing the eye and keeping one focused on the openness below. Understory trees and shrubs
playfully adorn the landscape in whimsical fashion to create the illusion of a grander space while the eye moves from
one object to the next. Openness is essential to the perception of space as green pockets of grass offer an invitation to
play and walk and enjoy the beauty of nature around you.

Blended together in such fashion, the story of our landscape unfolds in which trees, shrubs, grasses and pathways all
play an important role. Artfully framed commons and triangles become windows into natural rooms, offering a
continuous expanse of greenspace beyond your own front yard. By design they create natural windows to a pastoral
retreat from the rigors of everyday urban life. As we look through these windows, we can take comfort in the tranquility
which Riverside provides, for that is her essence...and if you decide to walk amid her winding roads be sure to take a
few minutes to stop and enjoy one of
her many rooms...a room with a view.
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