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Railroads had not in this period reached the Calumet and long distance travel 
was by stage coach. Accordingly, the Calunet settler on the Illinois side shared 
the enthusiasm of others near the proposed route of the canal for a water route 
which would efficiently and economically transport the farmers' grain and other 
produce. What the frontiersman in 1834 thought the canal would do for the 
Chicago and the Mississippi valley region is well expressed by a noted contemporary 
writer: 

As a place of business, its situation at the central head of the Mississippi Valley will 
make it the New Orleans of the North; and its easy and close intercourse with the most 
flourishing Eastern cities will give it the advantage, as its capital increases, of all their 
improvements in the mode of living. 
There is one improvement to be made, however, in this section of the country, which will 
greatly influence the permanent value of property in Chicago. I allude to a canal from 
the head of Lake Michigan to the head of the steam navigation on the Illinois, the route 
of which has been long since surveyed. The distance to be overcome is something like 
ninety miles; and when you remember that the head-waters of the Illinois rise within 
eleven miles of Chicago River, and that a level plain of not more than eight feet eleva- 
tion above the latter is the only intervening obstacle, you can conceive how easy it would 
be to drain Lake Michigan into the Mississippi by this route; boats of eighteen tons have 
actually passed over the intervening prairie at high water. Lake Michigan, which is 
several feet above Lake Erie, would afford such a neverfailing body of water, that it 
would keep steam-boats afloat on the route in the dryest season. St. Louis would then 
be brought comparatively near to New York; while two-thirds of the Mississippi Valley 
would be supplied by this route immediately from the markets of the latter. This canal 
is the only remaining link wanting to complete the most stupendous chain of inland com- 
munication in the world.82 

Construction of the canal was finally undertaken and it was completed in 1848 
(Fig. 10b). This was a most decisive factor in giving Chicago an initial commercial 
pre-eminence over its closest rival-Michigan City. The other chief technological 
innovation responsible for immediate and revolutionary transformation of the 
Calumet scene was the railroad. The first railroad to enter Chicago came from 
the west in 1848. And in 1851, the Lake Shore was the first to cross the Calumet 
from the East. The sectional road grid in embryonic form now supplemented the 
relict Pottawatomie trail pattern. Modern fenced-in farmsteads with frame build- 
ings took their place alongside the pioneer log and block houses. Reclamation- 
minded farmers started to dig ditches to drain the marshes and wet prairies. The 
McCormick reaper, together with other mechanized agricultural implements, trans- 
formed the rural scene from one of mere subsistence economy to that of commercial 
agriculture. On the urban side of developments, the "phantom" port speculative 
real estate ventures now gave way to "boom" railroad depot community promotion. 
Already by 1856 eleven trunk lines converged onto Chicago, and new "station 
towns," developing along all the right of ways, signalized a new pattern of oc- 
cupance-the third, from 1850 to 1900, to be treated in a subsequent paper. 

waters of the Illinois river, was first suggested during the war of 1812, by some writer in 
the Niles' Register." Woodruff, op. cit., p. 298. 

82 Charles Fenno Hoffmann, "A Winter in the West," Fergus Historical Series, No. 20 
(1882), pp. 21-24. 

This content downloaded  on Tue, 1 Jan 2013 14:34:51 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp



