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Chapter 3: Themes

Chapter 3: Themes
The proposed legislation Congressman Rush brought to the House floor in 2008 and 2009
included 11 themes which exemplify the Black Metropolis’ contribution to American history
(for a description of the original themes, see Error! Reference source not found.). Drawing
from the initial 11 themes, this chapter focuses on four themes that have made a significant
contribution to history, and provide outstanding opportunities for conservation, recreation, and
education moving forward. These themes – Arts and Culture, Civil Rights and Social Activism,
Business, and Industry and Labor – each highlight the role the Black Metropolis-Bronzeville and
the Great Migration played in national history.
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In an effort to better understand how to best illustrate the story of the Black Metropolis,
historical landmarks, local organizations, businesses, public places, and archives of local
information such as library collections were inventoried, and included in a matrix (see Error!
Reference source not found.). Each person, place, or item, referred to as an asset, has a place in
the narrative of the Great Migration and in the creation of the Black Metropolis. Each asset is
associated with one or more of the narrative themes that the study team is using to describe the
study area’s national significance. In all, over 200 assets were catalogued. These include the
iconic buildings of the Black Metropolis-Bronzeville District, as well as other designated
landmarks per the City of Chicago, or the National Historic Register. Assets may refer to
existing structures and institutions as well as entities that are no longer in existence.

D

The importance of the matrix is its ability to weave historical figures, physical places, and
existing organizations into the Great Migration and Black Metropolis narratives. This allows
these entities to play a role in the transmission and interpretation of the Migration story.
Physical structures found within the study area serve as potential sites for cultural tourism and
education, as well as future historical preservation efforts. The grouping of assets by theme
aided the study team in choosing to highlight some themes over others within the feasibility
study, as areas with many existing assets will likely be the focus of future historical
preservation or tourism efforts.
Arts and Culture has the largest number of associated assets, indicating the study area’s special
significance in this category. Urban Design is second, although many of the assets associated
with this theme find themselves there based on landmark status more than relevance to the
Great Migration or Black Metropolis stories. Business, Religious Life, Social Justice and Civil
Rights, and Industry and Labor all have 10 or more assets associated with them.
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Figure 1. Total Black Metropolis Assets by Theme
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Arts and culture

D

According to NPS’s 1996 Thematic Framework, literature, visual and performing arts, and mass
media all fall within the theme of expressing cultural values – “people’s beliefs about
themselves and the world they inhabit.”1 The Black Metropolis would not have come to light
had it not been for the many Black-owned newspapers’ commitment to providing news to
African-Americans across the nation. As families migrated north, following the bright lights
depicted in newspapers and literature, they brought with them music, visual and performance
art, and more. Much of which is preserved and celebrated today.

Literature
The Chicago Defender, the paper that served as the mouthpiece of the migration, is currently
headquartered on King Drive. The paper was formerly housed at 3435 S. Indiana in a converted
synagogue, a building which is now a part of the Black Metropolis Historical District. The home
of the paper’s founder, Robert S. Abbott, is a designated City and national landmark. Other
important media outlets included Anthony Overton’s Chicago Bee newspaper, headquarters of
which remains in use as a Chicago Public Library, and Ferdinand Barnett’s Associated Negro
1

Revision of the National Park Service’s Thematic Framework. 1996. p 9.
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Press, long-since shuttered. It was the Chicago Bee’s theater editor, James Gentry, who coined
the term ‘Bronzeville’ in 1930 as part of an unsuccessful Mayor of Bronzeville contest in the
newspaper.
The Defender is truly a living legacy, as the paper continues to publish its weekly edition, and
the Defender Charities host the annual Bud Billiken Parade. Originally organized in 1929, the
parade takes its name from a fictional character created in 1923 by Abbott and popularized
among Chicago youth in a Defender comic strip. During the Great Depression, the character
served as a symbol of pride, happiness and hope for black residents. Today the parade serves as
a celebration of South Side culture, and marks the start of the new school year for Chicago
youth.

Music
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Other literary landmarks include the homes of novelists Lorraine Hansberry and Richard
Wright, each of which is a designated Chicago landmark. Visitors can also see the home of poet
Gwendolyn Brooks, the first African-American to win a Pulitzer Prize, and Poet Laureate of the
State of Illinois from 1968 until her death in 2000. These landmarks provide a glimpse into the
lives of Chicago Renaissance writers, key contributors to a vibrant Black arts scene. As was the
case with jazz and other artistic forms, the tumultuous nature of the times and ongoing racial
strife caused these figures to search for meaning and identity in new ways.

D

Jazz and other musical forms became cultural hallmarks of the Black Metropolis – through them
one gets a deeper understanding of the migration story. In the 1920s and 30s, South State Street,
from 31st to 39th Streets, was referred to as “the Stroll”, a place to see and be seen for Chicago’s
African-Americans. Jazz greats such as Louis Armstrong, Jelly Roll Morton, and Joe “King”
Oliver migrated to Chicago from the Mississippi delta region, following the same path as
factory workers and families who came during the Great Migration. While the 35th and State
Street area also served as the commercial center of Bronzeville, it truly came alive at night when
the jazzmen took to the stage. Jazz music pumping from clubs such as the Pekin, and
Dreamland Café provided the Stroll’s soundtrack, and served as the main attraction for both
locals and visitors. Today, most of State Street’s jazz venues are gone; however, the community
preserves its jazz heritage through Chicago Landmark signage, public art, and video histories
that can be found on the Bronzeville Visitor Information Center’s website and concerts
throughout the year.
Still standing is the Grand Terrace, one of the City’s earliest and most legendary jazz venues,
created in 1921 through the renovation of an existing automobile garage. Today it houses an
ACE hardware store, but the Black Metropolis-Bronzeville Historic District sign outside attracts
many visitors to the small museum on the second floor. Now an apartment complex, the old
Sutherland Hotel was once home to Louis Armstrong, and the Sutherland Lounge counted
icons such as Miles Davis, Dizzy Gillespie and John Coltrane as players in residence. In recent
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years, other local artists have presented music festivals at the Sutherland and at the Harold
Washington Cultural Center near the site of the Savoy Ballroom and the Regal Theater.
Chicago’s black musical legacy is not confined to South State Street. The Motor Row District,
near McCormick Place, in the study area’s northern section, served as the home of Chess
Records, the iconic jazz and blues imprint, as well as other record companies that helped make
Chicago a center of rhythm and blues (R & B) and soul. These included pioneering soul label
Vee-Jay, Curtis Mayfield’s Curtom records, and other subsidiaries of national labels such as
Brunswick and Okeh. Fittingly, the City of Chicago is encouraging the development of Motor
Row as an entertainment district, rezoning property, and the CTA plans to open a Green Line
station in the area in 2014.
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Like its jazz artists, Chicago’s blues and gospel greats trace their roots along the Great
Migration path. Muddy Waters, the City’s most famous bluesman, first came to Chicago in
1941, and eventually joined a record company run by Leonard and Phil Chess, then called
Aristocrat. The label’s name was changed to Chess Records, and its roster would grow to
include Howlin’ Wolf, Willie Dixon, Little Walter, Chuck Berry, and Etta James. Today, Willie
Dixon’s Blues Heaven occupies the former Chess offices, providing support for working
musicians and promoting blues history. WVON, the radio station founded by the Chess
brothers to expose their blues, jazz, and R & B artists to the public, still remains a vital
community institution on Chicago’s South Side, recently celebrating a 50-year anniversary.
Among the former blues clubs, the Checkerboard Lounge is a survivor. Muddy Waters, B.B.
King and Chuck Berry once played the intimate room, and blues artists from across the South
Side and beyond now perform here. Bronzeville commemorates this heritage with a series of
street installations, monuments, and decorative signs along 47th Street, collectively referred to as
the Blues District.
Modern gospel music finds its genesis at Pilgrim Baptist Church, located at 3301 S. Indiana,
where the “Father of Gospel Music,” Thomas A. Dorsey, served as the long-time music director.
Dorsey’s legacy, and the contributions of protégés such as Mahalia Jackson and the Barrett
Sisters, was recognized when the City of Chicago staged the popular 2012 Chicago Gospel
Music Festival at a park near Pilgrim Baptist, in Bronzeville. Another existing church, First
Church of Deliverance, pioneered Christian radio broadcasting and allowed Chicago gospel to
spread widely.

Visual Arts
The Visual arts are not forgotten in Bronzeville. The South Side Community Arts Center was
originally built as a home for grain merchant George Seaverns, Jr., then converted in 1940 for
use as an art center. The building's interior, remodeled at that time, is a rare example of New
Bauhaus-style design. The art center, which was established as part of the Works Progress
Administration's (WPA) Federal Art Project, has been influential in the development of the
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city's African-American artists. It is the only continuous survivor of the more than 100 centers
established nationwide by the WPA during the 1930s and 40s. Several galleries are currently
located along Bronzeville’s boulevards, including Gallery Guichard at 35th Street and King
Drive, Blanc gallery at 45th Street and King Drive, and Faié Afrikan Gallery at 1005 E. 43rd
Street.
Columbia College’s Center for Black Music Research, Chicago History Museum’s Keepers of
Culture project, and the University of Chicago’s Chicago Jazz Archive serve as critical archives
for Chicago’s musical artifacts and history. The Chicago Cultural Center and the Vivian G.
Harsh Research Collection of Afro-American History and Literature at the Woodson Regional
Library house more general collections of papers and artifacts related to the Metropolis period.
A more general collection of African-American cultural artifacts and papers can be found at the
DuSable Museum of African-American History, located at 740 East 56th Place.

Opportunities

D
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Bronzeville’s literary stature, and the explosion of realist writing that was produced by
Chicagoans in the years following the Migration, has not been widely recognized. As was the
case in the visual and musical arts, the
influx of new residents and the removal of
Figure 2. Mural in Bronzeville, under the El,
2
celebrating Bronzeville’s history
traditional barriers to business and social
participation caused a “flowering” of the
arts. This movement, referred to as the
Chicago Renaissance, is similar to the
earlier Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s.
The literary spirit of the times can be
experienced today in Bronzeville’s galleries
and museums, as well as by visiting
historic homes of Chicago writers. Still,
further interpretation and cultivation of the
area’s literary history and sites is needed,
and should be considered a tremendous
opportunity for growth.
Opportunities for cultural tourism and a greater appreciation of Bronzeville’s role in the
development of several musical forms are to be found in a variety of places. Currently, the
Chicago Blues Museum is a travelling collection of between 1,800 and 2,500 records and other
artifacts that preserve Chicago’s rich tradition of blues, jazz, soul and gospel music. Gregg
Parker, a Chicago historian, serves as the curator of this “mobile museum,” and intends to
house his collection in Bronzeville upon securing a permanent location. Another heritage

2

Image from http://wikitravel.org/en/Chicago/Bronzeville.
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project in the works is the National Jazz Museum, a yet-to-be-built museum sponsored by the
Chicago Jazz Institute. Completing these projects will create physical destinations for jazz
tourism and education.
The City’s Cultural Affairs office staged the 2012 Chicago Gospel Music Festival in
Bronzeville, returning the event to gospel’s birthplace and bringing approximately 25,000
visitors to the neighborhood over three days. Similarly, the annual Chicago Jazz Music Festival
has been a Labor-Day-weekend tradition since 1979, attracting jazz lovers from around the
world to downtown Chicago. Continuing these events, bringing performances to Bronzeville
venues when possible, and expanding promotion and supportive programming within
Bronzeville provide great opportunities to bring visitors to the community, and to further
understanding and appreciation of the South Side’s musical legacy.
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The 40,000-square-foot Harold Washington Cultural Center, located at 47th Street and King, is
a performing-arts venue and media education facility run by the City Colleges of Chicago. The
building’s 1,000-seat theater was envisioned as an anchor for the Blues District, and remains a
potential cultural outlet and tourist attraction for Bronzeville.

Civil rights and social activism

D

It was not simply the expression of arts and culture that made the Great Migration and Black
Metropolis a place that so many desired to call home. The numerous institutions, organizations,
and eventually social movements helped define the Black Metropolis-Bronzeville community as
a nationally important place, a place that helped shape the local and national political landscape
during the civil rights period and beyond, by fighting for fair housing, access to banking, and
education. The schools, associations, and local institutions were the pillars of the social
community; together they defined the values of the African-Americans who called Bronzeville
home.
When it comes to civil rights and the fight for greater acceptance of Black Americans in larger
society, Bronzeville is a land of many firsts. In fact, Chicago’s civil rights credentials can be
traced to the City’s first settler, Jean Baptiste Pointe Du Sable (alternate spellings include Point
de Sable, Point au Sable, Point Du Sable). Du Sable’s ethnicity is debated – various historical
theories point to Dominican, French Canadian, or Haitian origins – but he is known to be of
African descent. He is known as the "Founder of Chicago" and the place where he settled at the
mouth of the Chicago River in the 1770s is recognized as a national landmark. A number of
Chicago institutions have been named in honor of Point du Sable, including Du Sable High
School in Bronzeville, the first Chicago high school built specifically for African-American
students, in 1934 and the DuSable Museum of African American History.
By the 1860’s, Chicago's black community came to be composed of former slaves and freedmen
with the population nearing 1,000 by 1860. John Jones, a tailor, and his wife, Mary Jane
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Richardson Jones, headed anti-discrimination efforts within the City during the 1850’s and
1860s, opening their home at 119 Dearborn Street to fugitive slaves on their way to Canada.
Their wealth by 1860 was valued at $1,500, a considerable sum at that time; by 1960, he was one
of the nation’s wealthiest African-Americans. Jones successfully fought Chicago’s Black Laws,
which forced African-Americans to pay taxes for services from which they received no benefit,
achieving their repeal in 1865. He became a Cook County commissioner in 1871, the first black
to hold elected office in Illinois.
At the time, the center of Chicago’s abolitionist movement was Quinn Chapel AME, which
visitors can find today in Bronzeville. Chicago's oldest African-American congregation, Quinn
traces its origins back to 1844, when seven individuals formed a nondenominational prayer
group that met in the house of one of its members. After the Chicago Fire of 1871 destroyed the
group’s original church, and after meeting for many years in temporary locations, the
congregation purchased the present site in 1891. It stands as a reminder of Chicago’s abolition
movement and the late-19th century character of the area.
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Another group of black leaders emerged in Chicago at the close of the 19th century. One was
Ferdinand L. Barnett, an attorney. Barnett established Chicago’s first black newspaper, the
Conservator, and used the outlet to advocate for black solidarity and proper social deportment.
Ida B. Wells was a southern activist and investigative journalist whose pioneering work
documenting lynching led to a national campaign against the practice. She moved to Chicago
and married Barnett in 1895; the couple lived at 3624 S. Grand Boulevard, now 3624 S. King
Drive, where the house stands as a historical landmark. Wells would go on to achieve
international prominence, playing a key role in the 1909 conference that established the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

D

Other civil rights attractions in Bronzeville include the Carl Hansberry Home, a three-flat
apartment building at 6140 S. Rhodes Avenue that is significant for its associations with
playwright Lorraine Hansberry, but also importantly as the focus of the real-life story behind
Hansberry’s most famous play, A Raisin in the Sun. Hansberry’s inspiration for the play came
from the trauma that her family endured as part of a three-year legal battle that ensued after her
father purchased the home. The United States Supreme Court’s resulting 1940 decision in
Hansberry v. Lee outlawed the racially-discriminatory covenant specifically in the Washington
park subdivision of the Woodlawn Community. While limited in scope, the decision buoyed
hopes for a more far-reaching, all-inclusive decision, one that came in 1948. These legal
instruments had been used for decades in Chicago, and the formation of the Black housing belt
is due in large part to their usage. Besides its local impact, the Hansberry decision encouraged
the national NAACP to engage in a legal crusade against restrictive housing covenants.
The 1955 lynching and subsequent funeral of Chicago teenager, Emmett Till was one of the
catalytic events of the civil-rights movement. Bronzeville’s Roberts Temple Church of God in
Christ, at 4021 S. State Street, was the location of the funeral and an open-casket visitation in
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September of that year. The open-casket visitation drew thousands of mourners, possibly as
many as 100,000, and photographs of Till’s mutilated body were distributed widely, fueling
public outrage. The Temple was designated a Chicago landmark in 2008.
Wendell Phillips High School, named for the staunch abolitionist and leading figure in the
American anti-slavery movement, became Chicago's first predominantly African-American
high school. Phillips educated many who rose to prominence in the arts and other professions.
During this period, the school's winning basketball teams formed the nucleus of a group that
later became the Harlem Globetrotters. Numerous noteworthy individuals have attended
Wendell Phillips and been inducted in their "Hall of Fame," including well-known alumni such
as entertainers Nat "King" Cole and Dinah Washington, businessmen John H. Johnson and
George E. Johnson, and Alonzo S. Parham, the first African-American from Chicago to attend
West Point.
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A memorial to civil rights heroes and other African-American icons of a different type can be
found at Sim’s Barber Shop, a long-serving barber on 47th Street. The shop’s west wall serves as
the canvas for a unique mural, called the Sim’s Corner Wall of Respect.
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Through the struggles of the Civil War and Reconstruction periods, during the several waves of
the Great Migration, and into the post-war period, Bronzeville’s strong African-American
institutions have played leadership roles in the fight for civil rights. The Chicago Urban
League, founded in 1916, helped thousands of southern migrants to settle in Bronzeville. From
its current headquarters at 4510 S. Michigan Avenue, the Urban League continues fight for
social justice and a strong, sustainable African-American community. Another early service
provided in Bronzeville was the Wabash Avenue YMCA. This facility provided housing and
job training for new arrivals during the Great Migration, earning it a place in the Black
Metropolis-Bronzeville Historic District. A notable aspect of the building's history was the
founding here, in 1915, of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, one of the
first groups devoted to African-American studies.

Opportunities
Along with other aspects of the Great Migration and the Black Metropolis story, there are large
gaps in public awareness regarding Bronzeville’s role in the civil rights movement. The
Migration itself can be seen as the first step in a continuum that includes later civil rights
activism, and ultimately achievements by and greater inclusion of Black Americans. In Chicago,
great moments such as the election of the City’s first African-American mayor, Harold
Washington, Jr., can be linked to the Migration, and to the political base first organized in the
Black housing belt. Landmarks associated with Mayor Washington, the larger civil rights
theme, and any of the significant “firsts” that were achieved in Bronzeville should be
commemorated, and possibly grouped in ways that would aid in public education and tourism.
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Bronzeville would also be well-advised to make connections to civil rights legacies found
elsewhere in Chicago, notably the well-known housing campaign that brought Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. to an apartment on the west side of Chicago in 1966 and a march in Marquette
Park on the city’s southwest side. While not all of Dr. King’s time in Chicago was spent in
Bronzeville, the issue that he was addressing, fair housing, was a defining feature in
Bronzeville’s growth, as the South Side was the original Black housing belt. Beyond a single
issue, the south and west sides share essential features such as the role played by the Great
Migration in shaping their neighborhoods. These similarities should allow cross-promotion,
where groups in one area help to publicize relevant discussions, exhibits, or events in the other.
Other stories that relate to Bronzeville, but are linked physically to other areas, include the rise
of the Nation of Islam and Black Nationalism, and the emergence of Reverend Jesse Jackson’s
Rainbow PUSH coalition as a political force from his beginning as a student protester and his
work for Dr. King.
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Nationally, the election of President Barack Obama represents the culmination of generations
of civil rights struggles, including those endured by members of the Great Migration in
Chicago. Because of the area’s significance in the overall, national African-American story, there
has been an ongoing discussion of locating President Obama’s Presidential Library within
Bronzeville, with several existing sites in suggested as suitable for the center.

Business and entrepreneurial pursuits

D

The Great Migration period was a time of enormous opportunity for African-Americans.
However, this opportunity did not come without hardship; pioneering African-Americans
fought great racial tension as they began to support their own community. In the end, their
accomplishments helped to develop the American economy, paving the way for Black-owned
businesses and entrepreneurs today.
The formation of the “Black Wall Street,” the cluster of banks and insurance companies that
served as the financial foundation for the Black Metropolis, was a unique event in AfricanAmerican history. For the first time, Black consumer power and investment was retained within
the local community, resulting in massive growth and economic development, fueling the
growth of Black corporate empires. Names such as Binga, Gillespie, Abbott and Overton were
synonymous with entrepreneurism and enterprise, and several buildings remain as vestiges to
their efforts. At 35th and State Streets, the Supreme Life Insurance Building now houses the
Bronzeville Visitor Information Center and a branch of Seaway Bank, which was started by a
Bronzeville storekeeper and anchors the Black Metropolis-Bronzeville Historic District, was
the headquarters of the first African-American-owned insurance company in the northern
United States. A few blocks away is the Overton Hygienic Building, headquarters of one of the
nation's foremost producers of African-American cosmetics. This four-story structure also
housed several of Anthony Overton's other business ventures, including the Victory Life
Insurance Company, Douglass National Bank, the first nationally chartered, African-
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American-owned bank and Chicago Bee newspaper. It now serves as a small business
incubator, with a focus on minority-owned technology and food startups.
Landmarks that have not survived along the South State Street business corridor include the
Binga Bank and Arcade, the J. Jordan Building, and the Knights of Pythias Building,
significant structures in the development of the Metropolis because they signalized a new,
larger scale upon which Black business would operate. Moreover, all were built with Black
capital, a new phenomenon for Chicago.
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Tycoons weren’t the only dynamic movers on the South Side, however; small businesses and
entrepreneurs played a large role in the development of the community. The nation’s first
Black-owned hardware business, J. T. H. Woods, once occupied a plot at 36th and State Street, a
site that now sits in the shadow of U.S. Cellular Field, home of the Chicago White Sox, and
CHA’s Park Boulevard development, a mixed-use housing and retail development. On 47th
Street, the Ben Franklin Five & Ten Store opened in the late 1937, breaking the color line and
expanding the borders of the Metropolis. Today, 47th Street is undergoing redevelopment, and
new shops and restaurants stand beside cultural institutions such as Little Black Pearl Art
Center and the Harold Washington Cultural Center. Little Black Pearl is a thriving community
arts center and design high school that attempts to marry artistic expression with education and
entrepreneurship. The Cultural Center is a performing-arts venue and media education facility
run by the City Colleges of Chicago. The Ben Franklin Store is being redeveloped as artist lofts
and exhibit space.
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The Chatham-Greater Grand Crossing Commercial District (a post–World War II expression
of the dream of Black Metropolis), and named for its location spanning two south-side
community areas, possesses one of the finest-surviving groupings of terra cotta-clad
commercial buildings in Chicago; developed during the 1910s and -20s, the high point for the
use of decorative terra cotta in Chicago. This collection of buildings retains a strong visual
prominence today and is a reminder of the days when streetcars encouraged the development
of neighborhood shopping districts.
Black consumer culture was an integral part of the Black Metropolis. Fueled by an unleashed
sense of entrepreneurial and business agency and aided by a lack of interest from the
established White business community, home-grown Black businesses emerged in variety of
fields, from finance and retail to service and light manufacturing, vestiges of which can be seen
through Bronzeville today. The availability of Black consumers spurred business owners to
create products, both necessities and luxuries, which catered to their needs. The retail and
service industries flourished, with a race-based localism permeating through the community,
resulting in many residents preferring black-owned, Metropolis businesses and products. On
the corner of 35th and Michigan Avenue, in a building that is currently occupied by the De La
Salle Institute, a private high school, stood the Chicago offices of the National Negro Business
League, an organization founded in in 1900 by Booker T. Washington. The League catered to

Page 10

BMNHA Feasibility Study-Chapter 3

shop owners, doctors, farmers, craftsmen and other professionals; its mission was the
promotion of the commercial and financial development of the Black community. Cooperating
to advance black business interests was the local Associated Business Clubs (ABC) led by
Abbott, Binga and Overton, Bronzeville’s economic titans.
Newfound consumer awareness paved the way for businesses such as John H. Johnson’s media
and cosmetics business, including Ebony and Jet magazines and Fashion Fair cosmetics.
Johnson’s magazines promoted Blacks as viable consumers, and showcased both models of
success and the struggles of Black life in America. Johnson began publishing his first magazine,
the Negro Digest in 1942, with offices in the Supreme Life Insurance Building. Ebony magazine
first appeared in 1945 and Jet in 1951. Johnson Publishing Company would become the world’s
largest Black-owned and operated publishing company.

Opportunities
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The Black Metropolis-Bronzeville Historic District was designated in 1997, and includes most
of the existing structures associated with the Black Wall Street. While the City of Chicago has
created the self-guided African-American History Tour, there is an opportunity to expand on
the narrative of the Black Metropolis by highlighting thematic connections between the existing
historic district and other structures and sites within Bronzeville.
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The Historic District’s focus on business and civic achievement fits nicely with the aims of local
economic development agencies that promote Bronzeville’s history, along with other more
pragmatic assets, in order to attract investment. Several recent planning efforts have focused on
the revitalization of Bronzeville’s historic commercial corridors, with 47th Street singled out as
the target area for new commercial development. Bronzeville’s traditional retail strips are
endowed with great access to transit and the nearby expressway, as well as unparalleled
proximity to downtown Chicago. Through NHA designation, heritage preservation and
cultivation can serve as additional draws for investors.
The fact that the many of the Black Wall Street’s buildings no longer stand makes it harder for
visitors and residents to appreciate the significance of the Metropolis. However, there are a
number of ways a coordinating entity could continue to share the legacy of the structures that
no longer exist, an effort to develop heritage area signage and markers to mark and tell the
story of these buildings. Those buildings that do remain, like the Supreme Life Insurance
Building serves testament to the great enterprise shown by Chicagoans such as Jesse Binga and
Anthony Overton through its current tenant, the Bronzeville Visitor Information Center
(BVIC). The BVIC is dedicated to telling the story of the neighborhood’s history, and it sits at an
ideal location for welcoming visitors to Bronzeville, on the corner of 35th and King Drive. From
this spot, one can continue west to State Street, formerly called the “the Stroll”, or travel King
Drive to get a feel for historic Bronzeville. Greater coordination with other groups in the
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community and possibly investment in this resource by the City or other entities could allow
the Center to fill a much needed gap in interpreting and presenting Bronzeville’s sites and story.

Industry and labor
The NPS framework describes how the diverse working experiences of Americans have helped
to shape and develop the economy, and this rings true to the experience of African-Americans
in Chicago. While racially restrictive housing covenants relegated most African-Americans to
living in Chicago’s Black Belt, the jobs they held were predominantly in the steel and
meatpacking industries. As described in the history section, Blacks were recruited to work in
northern factories and were a cheap source of labor, which impacted the growth of the labor
movement in the early 20th century.
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Interestingly, one of the most important sites in the Great Migration is outside of the study area,
in the nearby Union Stockyards complex. The Stockyard Gates, at Peoria and Exchange Streets,
are all that remain of what was formerly an expansive industrial zone. The meat-packing
industry and its spin-offs, along with the burgeoning South Side Steel Works, actively
recruited southern Blacks when faced with labor shortages during World War I. They brought
them to Chicago in the thousands, at times paying for migrant transportation on the Illinois
Central Railroad. This great movement of workers, and their families, changed the ethnic
makeup of the workplace and the neighborhoods of the South Side. It also gave management a
strategic advantage in negotiations with labor unions, most of which refused Black
membership, forming the parameters of racial labor conflicts in Chicago.
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Bronzeville became the Black housing belt as stockyards and other workers sought convenient
housing nearby. Worker housing came in the form of “kitchenette” units in apartment
buildings, two-and three-flats, single-family homes, and low-quality tenements in the vicinity of
the railroad. However, one of the few surviving collections of row houses on the South Side, the
Calumet Giles Prairie District has been designated as a Chicago landmark, with buildings
dating from the late-19th and early-20th centuries including early works by Louis H. Sullivan
and Frank Lloyd Wright. This neighborhood is often referred to as the "Gap," due to its survival
in the midst of widespread demolition and redevelopment that brought public housing to the
area in the 1960s. In recent years, the area has undergone substantial rehabilitation, including
construction of many new "infill" residences. The National Public Housing Museum will
describe the processes that brought public housing to the South Side in the Ida B. Wells Homes,
among other themes, when it opens in 2013 at 1322-24 W. Taylor, northwest of the study area.
The Museum will occupy the last remaining building of the Jane Addams Homes on the near
west side.
Another side of the Metropolis’ industrial origins comes through in Bronzeville’s historic
mansions. The Gustavus Swift House, a marriage present from the packing magnate to his
young daughter, sits at 4500 S. Michigan Avenue. Swift was an innovator in the meatpacking
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business, responsible in large part for the wide range of ancillary businesses that emerged to
utilize discarded portions of butchered animals – products such as margarine, soap, glue,
fertilizer, pharmaceuticals, and canned food products. Fellow meatpacker Philip Danforth
Armour, the richest man in Chicago, built his mansion in the fashionable Prairie Avenue
District, in the northernmost section of the study area, where today one can find several
preserved mansions.
A small slice of South Side industrial life can be experienced in the Cermak Road Bridge
District, near the study area’s northern boundary. This small area is the finest intact, early 20thcentury riverfront industrial precinct in Chicago. It contains four large industrial buildings,
clustered around the Cermak Road Bridge, which is the City's last-remaining double leaf
Scherzer Rolling Lift Bridge. The District commemorates the importance of the Chicago River in
the economic development of the City and conveys how the interconnected river and rail
network made Chicago a national center of commerce.

D

ra
ft

No discussion of the Black Metropolis or the Great Migration is complete without mentioning
the engine that drove Chicago’s growth, and particularly that of the South Side: the railroad.
Thousands of migrants disembarked from the Illinois Central Railroad and took their first
steps on Chicago soil at the 12th Street Station, just north of the study area. South of the study
area sits another historic railroad site, the company town of Pullman and the home of the A.
Phillip Randolph Pullman Porter Museum. George Pullman’s factory manufactured train and
trolley cars, and the company also staffed the cars in service. Starting shortly after the American
Civil War, he sought out former slaves to work on his sleeper cars, the job being among the best
available to African-Americans in the Jim Crow era. Porters often carried copies of the Chicago
Defender to southern communities along the rail lines, with the paper’s editorializing spurring
the Great Migration. The porters’ labor union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters
organized by A. Philip Randolph, was one of the most powerful African-American labor entities
of the 20th century.
The story of industry on the South Side, crucial to the development of the Metropolis and the
Great Migration story, can be experienced at the Museum of Science and Industry, along the
lakefront at 57th Street. Originally built as the Palace of Fine Arts for the World's Columbian
Exposition of 1893, the museum now holds more than 35,000 artifacts and nearly 14 acres of
hands-on exhibits. Installations such as the Coal Mine, a permanent exhibit featuring an actual
ride to the bottom of a mine shaft, illustrate the Museum’s mission of education through
experience.

Opportunities
With the Stockyards complex gone and no major freight rail facilities within the study area,
Bronzeville’s industrial infrastructure is less prominent than in days gone by. However, several
formerly industrial facilities have been retrofitted for new uses, like the conversion of the R.R.
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Donnelly Plant into the Lakeside Technology Center. There are still many opportunities for
this sort of rehabilitation of existing infrastructure. Moreover, connecting with historic
industrial and labor sites and organizations outside of the study area can help to illustrate their
relationship to the Great Migration, and the growth of the Black Metropolis.
The 113-year-old Forum building at 43rd Street and Calumet Avenue has a rich labor history,
hosting Communist Party meetings in the 1920s and 1930s, and the first unionized Black
stockyards workers. At the Forum in 1944, the national convention of the African-American
lodges of the then-segregated Elks spoke out against racism, Jim Crow and intolerance. The
structure came close to being demolished by the City in 2011, when inspectors found extensive
structural damage and loose, falling bricks. Now a new owner, Bronzeville developer Bernard
Loyd, is attempting to create a community destination that will not only aid in local
preservation efforts, but also serve as a meeting and performance venue.

D
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A “green” link to Bronzeville’s past can be found in the increasing numbers of community
gardens and urban agriculture sites in the area. Several Bronzeville groups, including the 51st
Street Business Association, Bronzeville Alliance’s Green Team, and Centers for New
Horizons, are looking to agriculture as an emerging industry and growth opportunity for the
area, one that capitalizes on the availability of vacant land and an underserved local food
market. Some of this land, like areas along the Englewood Line to Bronzeville’s west, is
reclaimed industrial or railroad property. Other plots are located in residential neighborhoods.
The Bronzeville Community Garden is located right on busy 51st Street, across the street from
Bronzeville Cookin’, a culinary incubator and restaurant collection to which the garden is
linked. Another garden, at 48th and King Drive, is operated by local non-profit Sacred Keepers
Sustainability Lab, and is reserved strictly for youth gardeners. The organization supplements
the gardening experience with sustainability instruction in its nearby “lab”, an interactive
classroom.
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