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The Chicago Portage National Historic Site consists of ninety-
one wooded acres and contains the west channel of the Des Plaines
River (including Laughton's and Stony Fords) and the west portion of
Portage Creek. The park is kept in a natural state with a minimum
of development (hiking trails, parking lots, restrooms, picnic areas)
and is surrounded by residential and commercial developments.

The focal point of the park is Portage Creek. It is approached
by a terraced clearing at the end of which is a commemorative
boulder and a glass display case, indicating the significance of the
site. A path leads from the boulder to the River.

Portage Creek was a link in the Chicago Portage Route which led

from the Des Plaines River through Portage Creek to Mud Lake and from

there to the south branch of the Chicago River and to Lake Michigan.
Depending on the season, part or all of this route might require a
portage. In the latter part of the nineteenth century the Des
Plaines River was diverted and no longer joins Portage Creek,
causing Mud Lake to completely disappear and Portage Creek to
become stagnant (it has also become a receptacle for litter). The
accompanying maps demonstrate how the diversion of the Des Plaines
River and the growth of Chicago altered the portage.

The expanding urban developments have obliterated most of the
evidences of the Chicago Portage. The original condition of its
controlling eastern terminus at the mouth of the Chicago River, Fort
Dearborn, and related historic sites, including the short portage
made possible by the proximity of sources of the Great Lakes and
Mississippi drainages at this point generally, has been lost. The
study which re~established the route of the portage and its variants
in the region revealed that the important portage area at the bend
of the Des Plaines retained some of its natural characteristics.

The Cook County Forest Preserve has developed plans to include
this site in a larger park area and to identify and interpret its
historical and natural elements.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
The Chicago Portage is significant because it was an important

key that linked the St. Lawrence and Mississippi River Systems, a
principal route by which the interioxr of thé continent was made
known and settled. Beginning in the seventeenth century, the portage
was on the main route for exploration and trade, and, later, was
on an important route over which settlers and goods moved westward.
The city of Chicago grew up in the strategic location.

Having heard of the Great Mississippi, the Governor of New France,
Count Frontenac, who served under Louis XIV, appointed Louis Joliet
to determine into which body of water it emptied and whether it would
provide a passage to the South Sea. He was accompanied by Father
Jacques Marquette, who carried out missionary work among the Indians.
In 1673 they took the Fox-Wisconsin route from Lake Michigan and
traveled down the Mississippi as far as Arkansas. They returned,
however, by way of the Illinois River to the Des Plaines and Chicago
Rivers, thus being the first recorded explorers to pass through the’
Chicago Portage. In 1683, the explorer LaSalle passed through the
Chicago Portage and when he arrived at the mouth of the Mississippi
he laid claim to the river and its tributaries for France.

In an attempt to control the fur trade, the Indians took control
of the Portage from the French in 1700. It was wrested from them by
the British in 1730 and remained under their control until 1783. The
Americans then took control and the first Fort Dearborn was constructed
in 1803 and the city of Chicago was established in 1833.

When Joliet returned to Montreal, he remarked that if a canal were
dug, eliminating the portage portion, boats could easily pass from
Lake Erie to the Gulf of Mexico. This is indeed what finally occurred
in 1836 with the construction of the Illinois and Michigan Canal.

With its construction and with the passing of the fur trade and the
Indian, the Portage was no longer needed and was lost to history.
Settlers and goods began to pass through to the West and Chicago was
established as a Clty.
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The western terminus of the Portage, which is part of a ninety-one
acre park, was placed under the protectorateship of the Cook County Forest
Preserve in 1929 and purchased by them in 1950. This acreage was declared
a National Historic Site in 1952 and the Cook County Forest Preserve has
developed plans to incorporate this park into a larger interpretive area.

This site is significant today as the only portion of the
historic portage route retaining a degree of the original ambience.
The sylvan setting reminiscent of the historic environment constitutes
what remains as worthy of protection.
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The portlon south of the C & I W. R.R. (37.6 acres) is bounded on _
the north by the railroad, the east by Harlem Avenue (Illinois Highway .
42-A) , the-south by-the Sanitary -and-Ship. Canal and the west by the
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north by Joliet Road (U.S. 66), the eastern boundary begins at Joliet
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tracks, the southern boundary follows the railroad tracks for 1074',
the western boundary begins at that point and goes north 1902',
turns east until it reaches the Des Plaines River, the river com-
pleting the remainder of the western boundary.
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SOURCE  The Chicago Portage and Laughton Trading Post Area: "The Waterway West ”.
A design study prepared by, Wm. Rose and Associates, Inc., 1975, p. 57.
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