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The Chicago Portage 

The Chicago Portage, a short, low divide between the 
Great Lakes and the Mississippi River system, has been 
called one of "the five keys to the continent". Here, fol­
lowing the lead of generations of American Indians, ex­
plorers Marquette and Jolliet first crossed the Chicago 
Portage in 1673. One of the most important travel routes 
of the mid-continent, the portage has been a major factor 
in the development of the United States interior. With the 
opening of the Illinois and Michigan Canal in 1848 the por­
tage became the transportation link that spurred develop­
ment of the city of Chicago. 

In recognition of its historical and cultural importance the 
Chicago Portage was dedicated a National Historic Site 
in 1952, making it a unit of the National Park System in 
non-federal ownership. 

It is nearly impossible to imagine the Chicago of the Indi­
ans, explorers and fur traders. Yet within the heart of this 
urban giant lie fragments of that bygone world. Forests, 
prairies and marshes, set aside in the Cook County forest 
preserves, provide a revealing glimpse of the the land, 
plants and animals of an earlier time. 

Near Harlem Avenue and 47th Street in Lyons the Des 
Plaines River turns away from Lake Michigan to flow in­
stead toward the Mississippi River. Here, at the west end 
of the Chicago Portage in Chicago Portage Woods and 
Ottawa Trail Woods are 300 acres of forest preserve. This 
is the last remnant of that route that still appears much as 
it did when Indians, explorers and traders traveled it. 

Today, though hardly recognizable, the old portage route 
is as important as ever. The Sanitary and Ship Canal, 
two major railroads, the Stevenson Expressway, and the 
industrial and commercial development associated with 
such transportation systems all line the portage route. 
The Illinois and Michigan Canal has become the focus of 
the nation's first National Heritage Corridor, and the Chi­
cago Portage is an integral part of this unique historical, 
recreational and economic entity. 

Long ago before the highways, railroads and airways we 
take for granted were even a dream, natural waterways 
were the easiest way through the wilderness. Barriers to 
water travel — rapids, waterfalls, or divides between river 
or lake systems — were of critical importance. At those 
places canoes and goods had to be carried overland, or 
portaged, for some distance. 

Forest Preserve District 
The Chicago Portage and Ottawa Trail Woods are only a 
fraction of the 67,000 acres within the Forest Preserve 
District of Cook County. Established in 1915 to preserve 
and protect natural lands for the enjoyment and educa­
tion of the public, the District now includes not only forests 
but ponds and marshes, prairies and other natural com­
munities. Recreational facilities include fishing and boat­
ing lakes, bicycle, hiking and equestrian trails, youth 
group camps, golf courses, swimming pools, while nature 
centers offer interpretive and educational services. 

Scenic Cook County Forest Preserves 

Forest Preserve District Recreational Opportunities within The I & M Canal National Heritage Corridor 

)anoeing on the Des Plaines River Cross Country Skiing Prairie Remnants Nature Trails One of Eight District Bicycle Trails 

Regional Geology 
Four hundred million years ago the entire Chi­
cago area was at the bottom of a shallow trop­
ical sea full of living things, many of which had 
shells of calcium carbonate. As those shells 
accumulated at the bottom of the sea, they 
eventually formed thick layers of dolomite 
bedrock. 
Where dolomite bedrock is visible at the sur­
face, it is often quarried. More important for 
the story of the Chicago Portage are the 
places where the Des Plaines River has cut 
down to expose the rock. Two of those places 
are in the river at Ottawa Trail Woods. 
About 50,000 years ago a great glacier swept 
down from the north, scouring the land. This 
giant sheet of ice gouged the basin that would 
become Lake Michigan and left behind debris 
called till that forms most of our land surface. 
About 14,000 years ago (only a moment in 
earth 's history!) the melt ing ice paused 
longer depositing higher hills of till, called mo­
raines, around the southern end of the Lake 
Michigan basin. As the glacier melted, the 
floodwaters rose up behind the moraines to 
form Lake Chicago, 60 feet higher than 
present Lake Michigan. When the water 

found iuw gaps over the moraines it flowed 
southwest, carving two deep wide valleys 
which today we call the Cal-Sag and Des 
Plaines River valleys. 

Left behind after the glacial lake receded, sur­
rounded by a ring of hills, was a marshy low­
land called the Chicago lake plain. At about 
Kedzie Avenue there was a natural continen­
tal divide separating the waters of the Great 
Lakes, which flow to the Atlantic Ocean 
through the St. Lawrence River, from those of 
the Mississippi River system, which drain to 
the Gulf of Mexico. Between the towns of Riv­
erside and Summit the Des Plaines River 
bent sharply east to within a few miles of the 
south branch of the Chicago River, and only 
about ten feet of elevation prevented the Des 
Plaines from joining that stream. In fact in 
flood the Des Plaines flowed in both direc­
tions, filling a large marsh called Mud Lake 
that lay between Harlem and Kedzie Ave­
nues. 

The potential of this water route across the 
continent must have soon become apparent 
to the people who followed the retreating gla­
cier into the region. 

Pre-History The Portages 
The people who followed the glaciers were 
not following the ice but the plant and animal 
communities that developed after its pas­
sage. Changes were fast at first, although by 
four or five thousand years ago conditions 
had stabilized to what the first Europeans 
found: marshlands on much of the Chicago 
lake plain, deciduous forests in stream val­
leys and ravines, and prairie or savanna dom­
inating much of the land. 
All those different natural communities were 
probably found in the immediate area of the 
portage. A forest of bottomland hardwoods 
grew along the Des Plaines River, Mud Lake 
was more a prairie marsh than a lake, and 
prairie and savanna grew along the dry 
r idges. Wildlife was incredibly abundant 
here, as many early travelers' accounts at­
test. Many different people have followed the 
rivers across the middle of North America. 
Hunters and gatherers came first, followed by 
tribes with more settled lives. The American 
Indians who met the first Europeans in the 
mid 1600's lived in semi-permanent villages 
and supplemented traditional hunting with 
farming. 

Illinois usnvjS Oucupieu most Oi tne minois 
River valley, while Miamis were in the Chi­
cago area. However, Potawatomis, Sacs, 
Foxes, Ottawas, and many others traveled 
throughout the region making frequent use of 
the portage. These Indian tribes carried on 
extensive trade, though the tribes had many 
differences and occasionally fought one an­
other. Before European contact, native Amer­
icans had neither wheeled vehicles nor pack 
animals. 

Therefore, trade items and possessions had 
to be carried or dragged by the people them­
selves, thus the importance of the water 
routes. If you had a choice of carrying a heavy 
load on your back or in a canoe, which would 
you choose? So did they! 

Though easier than carrying heavy loads, 
canoeing had its own difficulties and haz­
ards. In flood small streams could be 
treacherous and larger rivers became rag­
ing torrents. In dry spells there might be 
long stretches without enough water to 
float a canoe, and then travelers would 
have to carry, or portage, not only their 
goods but the canoe too! Even in the rela­
tively flat Illinois country there were rocky 
rapids to be portaged around, and always 
the problem of portaging from one stream 
to another. 

The most important of the portages were 
those that linked major routes. Around the 
southern Great Lakes were several differ­
ent portages that allowed relatively easy 
passage from the Great Lakes into the 
Mississippi River system: from Lake Erie 
into tributaries of the Ohio, from Green 
Bay into the Wisconsin River, and two at 
the southern end of Lake Michigan, both 
leading into the Illinois. One was from the 
headwaters of the St. Joseph River to the 
Kankakee, near South Bend, Indiana, and 
the other was at Chicago. 
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Exploration And Trade 

In 1673 Marquette and Jolliet went searching for the 
"Great River" which they hoped would lead to the Pacific. 
They traveled to Green Bay and up the Fox River, where 
local natives showed them the route across the Fox-Wis­
consin portage, at present day Portage, Wisconsin. They 
reached the Mississippi, but the river bore them south, 
not west. With the season growing late, the explorers 
turned back. Other Indians told them of a shorter route to 
Lake Michigan by way of the Illinois River. Marquette and 
Jolliet wrote the first lines of modern Chicago history 
iA/Kr>n +Hr*\/ r>iTiccQ(H t h o P h i r o n r v n n f t p n c i r \n C o n t a m h c i r i 
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1673. 

For the next 25 years the portage was busy, used often by 
explorer Robert La Salle in his efforts to establish a 
French fur trade empire stretching from Canada to Louisi­
ana, by other Frenchmen, and by many Indians during 
the times of the Iroquois invasions of the Illinois towns. Af­
ter the collapse of La Salle's dream the portage reverted 
to native control and was little used by whites for nearly 
three-quarters of a century. 

Following the French and Indian war, nominal title to the 
Chicago area passed to the British. During and after the 
Revolutionary War an increasing amount of trade and mil­
itary travel crossed the portage, especially goods from Ft. 
Michillimackinac in exchange for furs and from the Span­
ish area around St. Louis. 

When Chicago became part of the United States, after 
the American Revolution, there was one permanent 
dwelling, that of Jean Baptiste Point du Sable, a fur trader. 
Busy with the formation of a government and Indian wars 
along the Ohio River, the United States was in no position 
to wrest control of the Chicago region from Indians, 
mostly Pottawatomies still allied with the British. 

After a major victory over the Indians at Fallen Timbers, 
the British finally agreed to turn over their posts on U.S. 
territory. In 1785, at the treaty of Greenville, Indians ceded 
to the United States a six mile square parcel at the mouth 
of the Chicago River and right of passage along the route 
from there to the Mississippi River. Ft. Dearborn soon 
rose on the ceded land. 

In 1816, another treaty secured for the United States a 
strip of land about 20 miles wide across the portage and 
down the Illinois River for the express purpose of building 
a canal. By then trade was increasing rapidly and settlers 
would soon follow, and the limitations of the portage were 
all too apparent. Gurdon S. Hubbard, a young fur trader 
making his first trip through Chicago in 1818,wrote of the 
difficulties: 

" . . . we found mud thick and deep, but only at rare inter­
vals was there water . . . Four men only remained in a 
boat and pushed with . . . poles, while six or eight others 
waded in the mud alongside . . . 

"Those who waded through the mud frequently sank to 
their waist, and at times were forced to cling to the side of 
the boat to prevent going over their heads; after reaching 
the end and camping for the night came the task of ridding 
themselves from the blood suckers. 

"The lake was full of these abominable black plagues, ex­
perience had taught the use of a decoction of tobacco to 
remove them, and this was resorted to with good suc­
cess. 

"Having rid ourselves of the blood suckers, we were as­
sailed by myriads of mosquitoes, that rendered sleep 
hopeless . . . 

"Those who had waded the lake suffered great agony, 
their limbs becoming swollen and inflamed and their suf­
ferings were not ended for two or three days. 

"It took us three consecutive days of toil to pass all our 
boats through this miserable lake . . ." 

Would it be a surprise to learn that Hubbard became a 
leading proponent of a canal across the portage? 

Laughton's Trading Post 
The American Fur Company, which employed traders like 
Gurdon Hubbard, moved large heavy boats and tons of 
trade goods across the portage. Most people, however, 
traveled lighter, and unless they could paddle across or 
make the short mile and a half carry, would have taken an 
overland route from Chicago to the Des Plaines River. 
The north portage road reached the Des Plaines near 
45th and Harlem, along a sandy ridge that can be seen 
today in Ottawa Trail Woods. When the Des Plaines was 
navigable travelers would have turned south to enter the 
river at Wall's meander, the locations now marked bv the 
portage monument. 

Low water required the long portage to the Illinois River. 
For land travelers, the road continued west on the ridge to 
cross the river at the head of Prescott's Island. Here, at 
what was to become known as Laughton's Ford, the river 
spread out over a bedrock outcrop, making a long but 
shallow crossing with gentle banks. Stony Ford, three-
eighths of a mile north, was also used, while trails from 
the north might have crossed at Riverside. A route to the 
south of Mud Lake followed a ridge along present Archer 
Avenue and crossed the river at Summit. 

The convergence of land trails and the portage route 
added to the significance of the area. As trade opened up 
at the end of the 18th century, many more travelers and 
permanent settlers came into the area. By 1800 at least 
one resident, Antoine Ouilmette, regularly engaged to 
transport goods across the portage, and the trader John 
Kinzie also offered his services. 

Inevitably, as wild game became scarce and Indians were 
forced west, the fur trade declined. One of the last trading 
nosts east of the Mississinni was established b" David 
and Bernardus Laughton in 1823 at the ford that came to 
bear their name. A few business letters and archaeologi­
cal evidence tells us a little about the trade they engaged 
in, but the exact appearance and location of the post are 
unknown. They bought muskrat, fox, deer, raccoon, mink, 
and of course beaver, and sold goods such as cloth, gun-
locks, pipes, cider and beer. The Laughtons also had a 
tavern in Riverside; the brothers both died in the spring of 
1834 and their trading post was left to ruin. 

The Chicago Portage 1765-1778 

Illinois And Michigan Canal 

In the early 19th century the west­
ward movement of the nation de­
manded transportation, and it was 
the era of canals. The Erie Canal 
opened in 1825 and was a huge suc­
cess, pouring commerce into the 
Great Lakes and toward Chicago. 

Jolliet had noted in his journals the 
possibility of a canal across the por­
tage saying it would be a matter of 
"cutting through but half a league of 
prairie" — about a mile and a half. 
Water levels fluctuated widely, and 
summer must have been unusually 
wet in 1673. The Des Plaines and Illi­
nois Rivers were often too shallow to 
canoe for 90 miles during the sum­
mer, even though for four to six weeks 
in spring required no portage due to 
high water. 

On its admission as a state in 1818, 
the northern boundary of Illinois was 
extended north so that the canal 
route would be entirely within the 
state. Construction began in 1836 as 
part of a flurry of internal improve­
ments that nearly bankrupted the 
state. Work on the canal ground to a 
halt by 1842 and did not resume until 
1845. 

An average wage of about 90 cents a 
day lured immigrant laborers to the 
canal. Thousands came from Ireland, 
escaping the potato famine that dev­
astated that country in the 1840's. 
When the Illinois and Michigan Canal 

finally opened in 1848 it was an im­
mediate success. Grain and lumber, 
to and from the growing farm region, 
were the major cargoes hauled in 
freight boats pulled by mules plod­
ding along the towpath. 

Railroads soon lured passenger serv­
ice away from the slow canal packet 
boats. By 1852 the Rock Island ex­
tended to the Mississippi, but the ca­
nal was still viable for bulky cargoes. 
Competition between the two sys­
tems helped keep shipping charges 
low, another boon to the incredible 
growth of the region that ensued. 
Chicago grew from a village of a few 
thousand in 1836 to a city of 30,000 in 
1850 and ten times that 20 years 
later. Lockport, Joliet, Ottawa, La 
Salle and other towns, buoyed by 
shipping and industry along the ca­
nal, prospered too. 

The narrow and shallow I & M Canal 
had serious limitations, both in the 
size of boats it could accommodate 
and the amount of sewage it could 
carry away. An engineering scheme 
of then unheard of proportions, the 
Sanitary and Ship Canal, was begun 
in 1890 to solve both problems. 
Opened in 1900, the new canal 
spelled theendofthel&MCanal. By 
then it had done its job, paying off all 
debts and returning a profit, while its 
importance in the development of the 
state can't be overestimated. 

Canal Boats around 1910 

The Chicago Portage And Environs 

A monument to the French explorers, Marquette and Jol­
liet, and their Indian guides has been erected at Chicago 
Portage Woods. Beyond it you can see a portion of Por­
tage Creek where it joined the Des Plaines River at Wall's 
Meander. This fragment, cut off from the main river by a 
levee and channelization during construction of the Sani­
tary and Ship Canal still holds the spirit of a bygone era. 

North of 47th Street, in Ottawa Trail Woods, you can walk 
along the ridge where many footsteps passed to 
Laughton's Ford. A rocky outcrop still marks this ford in 
the present river and you can pause at the site of 
Laughton's Trading Post, where perhaps the ghosts of In­
dians and traders linger. 

The Forest Preserve District of Cook County, in coopera­
tion with the I & M Canal Civic Center Authority, is devel­
oping a major interpretive facility which will include a 
museum, archeological center, a replica of Laughton's 
Trading Post, library and other resources. Forest Pre­
serve naturalists lead walks through the site and are avail­
able for other programs. 

Laughton's Ford 

The Chicago Portage National Historic Site is at the head 
of the I & M Canal National Heritage Corridor. The historic 
center, currently under development, will serve as a major 
interpretive site for the Corridor as well as the focus for 
historic interpretation in the Cook County Forest Pre­
serves. 
For maps and information on trails, summer or winter 
sports, outdoor recreation and nature programs contact 
the Conservation Department at (708) 771-1330. 

Ottawa Trail Woods 
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