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LINKS OF HISTORY:
66 and Chicago's Railroads
Story and photos by David G. Clark

aniel Burnham, Chicago architect and
D the most influential urban planner of the

early 20th century said, "Make no little
plans. They have no magic to stir men's
blood...".

When his firm was hired in 1904 to
design a building to house the offices of some
of the largest railroads in the United States, the
result was a magnificent 18-story gothic sky-
scraper on the northwest corner of Jackson
Boulevard and Michigan Avenue in Chicago's
Loop, known as the Railway Exchange Building.
Above those shining white terra cotta walls and
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Built in 1904, D. H. Burnham's Railway Exchange
Building rises at the NW corner of Jackson Blod. and
Michigan Ave. al the eastern beginning of Route 66,
Seen here from across the llinois Central railroad
tracks and the Jackson Blud. bridge.

the top-floor ribbon of round portal windows,
the sign rising from the rooftop shouts the

name of the railroad "Santa Fe" to all passersby.
On the sidewalk across Jackson just south
of this building is a sign informing travelers
that they are on the eastern end of Historic
U.S. Route 66.

From this spol near Chicago's Lake
Michigan shore, 66 runs southwest, linking
together 8 states on its way to Los Angeles and
the Pacific Ocean. Among the major U.S. high-
ways mapped out in 1926, only 66 does not
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follow a predominantly east-west or north-south
route. Richard F. Weingroff shows in "From
Mames to Mumbers: The Origins of the U.5.
Numbered Highway System' that highway plan-
ners such as Cyrus Avery felt strongly concern-
ing the importance of a route that "had a single
number from Chicago to Los Angeles.”

The Chicago to L.A. route was originally
supposed to be U.5. 60 until Kentucky objected
that no primary highway was planned for their
state. But even in the spirit of compromise, the
planners kept the direct route from Chicago to
the southwest in their plans as U.S. 66. Besides
the governor of Kentucky, no one else Failed to
see the importance of a direct connection
between the American West and its Gateway of

Across Jackson Blud. from the Ratlway Exchange
Building, this historic marker is placed where 66 ended
its eastern run from 1926-1937. At this corner. the
Mother Road inlersected with U.S. 41 and the Dixie
Highway. Laler, the route terminated further east at
Jackson and Lake Shore Drive,

the Rail era, Chicago. An exploration of the
significance of the Chicago-to-California routing
reveals many railroad-related sites along the
road. From the Railway Exchange; to Cicero
lllinois, where 66 passes to the south of the
Burlington Northern Santa Fe's intermodal
facility; to Flagstaff, Arizona, where the old
Sanla Fe depot has been transformed into the
city's visitor's center; the Iron Horse and the
Main Street of America show strong evidence of
an interwoven history.



Still other significant clues reside in the
names of the thoroughfares and parks on
the highway's Chicago alignment.

One mile west of Chicago's Loop, 66
joins Ogden Avenue and remains on this south
west diagonal through three suburbs.

On Chicago's West Side, between
California and Albany Avenues, Ogden slices
through Douglas Park, an urban greenspace

developed between 1871 and 1906 to improve

the quality of city life with a taste of "nature."

William B. Ogden and Stephen A. Douglas were

both prominent politicians and businessmen
who played large parts in forging Chicago's
railroad dominance.

Stephen A. Douglas, one of the great
politicians and statesmen of the mid-1800s, is

This historic marker is located one block north of the
Railway Exchange Building on Adams Street. The
eastern beginning of 66 was on Jackson from 1926
until the middle 1950s, when Jackson was changed o
d one-way eastbound street. Adams handled westhound
66 traffic until the route's 1977 decommissioning.

best remembered as the man who beat

Abraham Lincoln in the race for the U.S. Senate

in 1858, and then lost the Presidential election
to Lincoln in 1860. During the senatorial
campaign, the famed "Lincoln-Douglas Debates
took place.

Olivia Mahoney writes in Go West:
Chicago and American Expansion that Douglas
sponsored an 1846 bill proposing a transconti-
nental railroad running from Chicago to
California. Killed by sectional feuding, the bill
nonetheless brought prominence to Douglas
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among railroad backers. In 1850, his lllinois
Central Railroad Bill passed and became the
blueprint for railway development. The railroad
was to be built with two branches, connecting
Dubuque, lowa to both Mobile, Alabama and
Chicago. But most importantly, the new law
provided for generous land grants in Illinois,
Mississippi and Alabama, which made the
lllinois Central the first land-grant railroad in
American history.

The railroad revolution had begun on the
East Coast and in Europe in the 1830s.
But the extreme difficulty and expense
of railroad development had kept significant
applications of the technology away from the
American frontier. The breakthrough came in
the late 1840s. David M. Young, in Chicago

The Chicago Board of Trade building, located on 66 at
Jackson and LaSalle. Built in 1933, this Art Deco
masterpiece is located on the site of the original Board
of Trade building of 1885-1932, This institution
revolutionized the grain trade and brought prominence
to Chicago as a major market for domestic goods.

Transit, writes, "Despite the fact that the horse-
drawn wagon was still the predominant form of
land transport and that Chicago was the
destination for nearly seventy thousand such
wagon teams, the railway began service in
1848, the year that can conveniently be used
to delineate the arrival of the Industrial
Revolution in Chicago.

That first railroad project had William B.
Ogden as its president. Chicago's first Mayor
back in 1837, he now was the president of the
Galena and Chicago Union Railroad. According

Continued on next page...






