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John S. Wright, a Chicago real 
estate developer, envisions 
Chicago’s park and boulevard 
System.

The Chicago Times 
publishes a plan based of 
John S. Wright’s vision. The 
plan proposed encircling 
the city with a 2,240 acre 
park, providing the 
foundation for the 
boulevards.

1849

1866

The State of Illinois passes 
legislation creating the South, 
West, and North (Lincoln) Park 
Commissions. This legislation 
outlines the duties of the 
commissions and also details 
the locations of the parks and 
boulevards within each 
commission. 

1869
The South Park Commission 
hires Landscape Architects 
Frederik Law Olmsted and 
Calvert Vaux to design the 
parks and boulevards within 
the South Park Commission.

1870

William Le Baron Jenney, an 
architect known for his 
contributions to the skyscraper, was 
hired by the West Park Commission 
to design  the parks and boulevards 
within their bounds. Jenney stayed 
within the West Park Commission as 
Chief Engineer overseeing 

1870

Oscar F. Dubuis 
becomes Chief 
Engineer of the West 
Park Commission. 

1881

1871
The Great Chicago Fire 
devastates the city. 

Horace Cleveland is hired as 
Landscape Architect of the 
South Park Commission.

1872

The Lincoln Park Commission 
hires Olof Benson as 
Superintendent.

The World Columbian 
Exposition is held in 
Chicago. 

1893

The three Park 
Commissions are 
consolidated into one 
creating the Chicago Park 
District. 

1934

The Chicago Park Distrcit 
recieves $82 million total in 
federal funding through 
Public Works Administration 
and the Works Progress 
Administration. Numerous 
improvements are made to 
the system with these funds  

1935 - 1942

Mayor Lori Lightfoot and CDOT 
announce “Open Boulevards” a 
three-day-long event along the 
Boulevards. The event closes the 
roadways to transform the boulevards 
into a community space featuring 
music, food, and games. 

2021

Chicago Department of Transportation 
begins the proccess of planning 
Boulevard system improvements. 

Planning for 
improvements along 
Independence 
Boulevard begins. 
Including pathways, 
landscaping, roadway, 
and accessibility 
improvements.  

Expressway construction 
begins in Chicago taking 
traffic and investment off 
of the boulevards. 

1950

The boulevards 
jurisdiction is 
transfered from the 
Chicago Park 
District to the City 
of Chicago. 

1959

“Life Along the 
Boulevards” a framework 
for the restoration of 
Chicago’s Boulevards is 
published by the 
Department of Planning 
under the direction of 
Mayor Eugene Sawyer. 

1989

Mayor Harold 
Washington publishes 
“Boulevard Restoration, 
A Catalyst for 
Neighborhood 
Revitalization” A plan 
that focused on using 
the boulevards as a 
stimulus for investment.

1986

Boulevards are officially 
registered on the National 
Register of Historic Places.

Drexel Boulevard 
improvements including 
pathways, landscaping, 
and accessible ramps are 
completed.

2018 2022

Chicago Department 
of Transportation 
completes a master 
plan for Western 
Boulevard. 

2011
Architect Daniel Burnham 
publishes “The Plan of 
Chicago”. This plan 
proposed an extension of 
the boulevards with an 
outer ring, but was never 
implemented. 
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Lincoln (North) Park Commission

West Park Commission 

South Park Commission

The West Park Commission hired Architect William Le Baron Jenney to 
design the west parks and boulevards in 1870. Between their financial 
challenges, lack of civic-minded professionals, poor land conditions, and 
corruption within the Commission, the west side parks and boulevards had 
a slow start. 

By 1880 only Garfield Park and Humboldt Park were completed, and 
no boulevard had been started. Two bonds were passed by 1891 to further 
develop the parks and boulevards for the World’s Columbian Exposition in 
1993. During this time every park and boulevard was worked on within the 
West Park Commission. Small improvements including new surfacing and 
electric lighting continued to be worked on throughout the 1890’s and into 
the early twentieth century. Again in 1905, the commissioners were 
removed due to corruption and replaced by Landscape Architect, Jens 
Jensen. During the early twentieth century the West Park Commission 
focused its improvements on adapting the boulevards to vehicular traffic. 
In 1920, the West Park Commission suffered yet another setback when the 
governor removed seven of the park commissioners. By 1933 the West Park 
commission was $20,000,000 in debt which was a factor in the cities 
decision to consolidate all park commissions into the Chicago Park District 
in 1934.

West Park Commission

Lincoln Park Commission’s, the smallest of the three commissions,only boulevard was 
Diversey Parkway. The Commission was responsible for connecting the west and south 
boulevards and parks to the rest through Diversey Parkway, Lincoln Park, and Lake Shore Drive. 
Early on the commission faced issues with funding and litigation, ultimately leaving the 
commission unable to develop Diversey Parkway. In 1875, Olof Benson was hired as 
Superintendent of the Lincoln Park Commission. Benson designed and oversaw construction of 
Lakeshore Drive and Lincoln Park. By the time the Commission was ready to work on Diversey 
Parkway, it was already commercialized and was left with no room to widen into a boulevard. 
The Lincoln Park Commission continued to develop Lincoln Park until it was consolidated into 
the Chicago Park District in 1934. 

Lincoln (North) Park Commission

Right after its creation in 1869, the South Park Commission hired Frederick Law Olmsted and 
Calvert Vaux, of Olmsted, Vaux & Co. Landscape Architects to design the parks and boulevards in their 
district. Olmsted and Vaux finished their plans for the South Park Commission in 1870 and construction 
rapidly started on the parks and boulevards. Construction came to a stop in 1871 when the Great 
Chicago Fire swept through the city destroying all the South Park Commissions records. The fire 
destroyed the tax assessment roles leaving the commission with no available money until 1873. The 
Commission faced other delays due to litigation over land purchase and questions on the validity of 
the Commission’s authority to levy taxes. By 1875, most of the land needed to complete the parks and 
boulevards were acquired. Within the South Park Commission construction focused first on the 
boulevards rather than the parks. 

Horace Cleveland become the Landscape Architect for the Commission in 1872 and was 
responsible for overseeing the construction of Olmsted and Vaux’s plans. By 1875, Grand, Drexel, 
Garfield, and Oakwood boulevard had been completed. These boulevards were not only complete as 
roadways, but the center median was filled with landscaping, pathways, plazas, and art creating park 
like spaces for pedestrians. By 1880 the last of the land needed to complete the parks and boulevards 
was obtained. The boulevards were relatively complete by the time of the World’s Columbian 
Exposition in 1893. Following the Exposition, the focus of the boulevards was mostly maintenance and 
the addition of sculptures throughout the system. In 1934, along with the other commissions, the 
South Park Commission was consolidated into the Chicago Park District. 

South Park Commission
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