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The suburban commuter community of Riverside, as planned and developed 
by Olmsted and Vaux in 1869-71, was comprised of 1,600 acres. About 700 
acres of this total were set aside for parks, roads, and walks. The plan 
called for the construction of ^0 miles of carriage roads, from 15 to 50 feet 
in width, and 80 miles of walks. Most house lots were 100 feet wide and 
200 feet deep. Residences were set back at least 30-feet from the front of 
the lot and each dwelling built had to cost at least $3,000. Development of 
the town began in the southwest portion - adjacent to the tracks of the 
Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy Railroad - in 1869. Superintendent of 
Construction for the development was L. Y. Schermerhorn. By 1871 nine and 
one-half miles of carriage roads had been completed and two more miles graded 
Seven miles of asphalt-covered walks and 16 miles of storm drains and sewers 
had been built. Gas and water pipes had also been installed. A gas works 
and water works had been erected and 200 gas street lights set out. Forty- 
seven thousand shrubs, f,-000 evergreens, 32,000 deciduous, and 2,500 large 
shade trees had been planted.

As to structures, a red-brick and stone 2 1/2-story block of stores and 
offices (still standing), a stone chapel capable of seating 300 people, a 
large frame hotel in the Swiss chalet style (now gone), and about 50 frame 
residences - mostly designed in the Gothic Revival style - had been erected 
by 1871. The architects of these first buildings were Calvert Vaux, 
Frederick C. Withers of New York (1828-1901) (who designed the business 
block and church), and John C. Cochrane (1835-1875), a Chicago architect.

The Panic of 1872 and resulting depression threw the Riverside 
Development Association into seri'ous. financial difficulty and the community 
thereafter grew much more gradually. Many .additional residences have been 
added over the years, utilizing Olmsted*s original overall plan for'the 
town. A number of other, important architects have worked in Riverside since 
1871: "There a're Jstill extant a number of houses by William L. B. Jenney 
(1832-1907), Chicago architect and a resident of Riverside; three by Frank 
Lloyd Wright (1867-1959), including his Avery' JCooniey House of 1908; two 
dwellings by Louis Sullivan (1856-192*0, and one (1912) by Gruenzel and 
Drummond. -} \ ... .

Only minor changes have been made in Olmsted f s original plan in the 
1,500-acre portion of Riverside that is included in the historic district. 
What was once a park (the area marked x on the attached maps) was changed to 
a landscaped residential area in the 19th century and a few of the large 
house lots have recently been subdivided to permit the construction of 
adjacent dwellings. About five of residences built 1869-71 are still standi 
and the later dwellings richly illustrate the many aad changing architectura 
styles used in the period 1871 to 1969. Gas street lamps are still utilized 
in all residential sections of Riverside. There are no intrusions. The 
historic district is now closely hemmed on all sides by typically unplanned 
and unsightly urban sprawl and Riverside's planned open spaces and greenery 
make a particularly dramatic contrast with the surrounding communities.

Approximately 100 acres of the original tract (that area now bounded 
by Forbes Road on the east, by Salt Creek on the south and west, and by 
Logan Avenue on the north) has been excluded from the historic district.

m 
rn

z. 
</>
-f
TO

C

o



PERIOD (check One or More as Appropriate)

Pre-Columbian Q 16th Century 

15th Century Q 17th Century

18th Century 

19th Century

20th Century

SPECIFIC DATE(s) (If Applicable and Known)

AREAs'o'F SIGNIFICANCE • (<?f*ec* Orte or More as Appropriate;

Aborigiriol ,-' '""'

Prehistoric | |

Historic Q

-Agriculture.". ": [T|

Art D

Commerce | |

Communications | |

Conservation | |

Education • 

Engineering 

Industry 

.-'Invention 1.'.' 

Landscape

Architecture 

Literature 

Military 

Music

Political '"• - ^O

Religion/Phi 

losophy [ | 

-Science .-• Ji '-'-O

Sculpture | |

Social/Humon-

itorion ft~l

Theater Q

Transportation | |

Urban Planning L_r

Other (Specify) D
Architecture x

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE (Include Personages, Dates, Events, Etc.)

Designed in 1868-69 by the master landscape architect Frederick; Law 
Olmsted, ST. (1822-1903), and the noted architject Calvert Vaux/! (l82,4-1895), 
Riverside is the prototype of the comprehensively planned and.landscaped 
suburban commuter community in which the natural features have been pre 
served and added to in order to offer the benefits of rural life. Here, 
for the first time and in a classic example, landscape design was applied 
o a suburban development to utilize the topography and natural features for 
bhe purpose of enhancing the quality of community living. A quality environ 
nent was created by the establishment of a park-like atmosphere, the planned 
openness of the town site, and by the use of gracefully curved and sunken 
roads adapted to the topography and natural features of the land. Except fo 
very minor changes, Riverside has preserved its original landscaped plan 
almost intact.

Olmsted's Ideas and. Plan., ,. . , ..... • ...,,.„, ... ..,...,.

Just .prior to the Civil Wajr:.lar^ge.J!iiner*~i(2an>/cities be^gan tp. develop.
bheir first commuter suburbs.""Fast railroad "service enabled wealthier 
'amilies to leave the central sections of cities and live ..in -mansions set 
.n a rural surrounding. Believing that "the mere proximity of dwellings 
foich characterize all strictly, .urban neighborhoods is a prolific .source 
if morbid conditions of the body and mind, manifesting themselves in "nervou 
'eebleness...and various functional derangements," Olmsted saw the well- 
ilanned suburb, in contrast to the central city, as the place where one 
ould find "the most attractive, the most refined, and the most soundly
wholesome forms of domestic life, and the best application of the arts of 
ivilization to which mankind has yet attained." In 1869 Olmsted set out 
o create for the Riverside Development Association a new community that 
•ould illustrate his ideas. With his partner, Calvert Vaux, he used care- 
ul planning to make the proposed Chicago suburb a place to foster the 
harmonious cooperation of men in a community and the intimate relationship 
nd constant intercourse and interdependence between families."

Given practically free rein by the trustees of the organization chartered 
o develop the Riverside suburb, Olmsted and Vaux found themselves with a 
600-acre site admirably suited to the type of bedroom community being 

developed in the post-Civil War period. Located on a site six miles west of 
Chicago, Riverside had both the efficient railroad link with the central citj 
and attractive topography which sloped gently toward the Des Plaines River, 

to 1868, American suburban planners and developers invariably followed

(continued)



Riverside in 1871* with a Description of Its Improvements Together with
some Engravings of Views and Buildings
Company, 73 Clark Street, Chicago, 111:

Julius Gy. Fabos, Gordon T. Milde, & V 
)lmsted, Sr., Founder of Landscape Arcl

(Office of the Riverside Improvement 
Lnois, 1871).

, Michael Weinmayr, Frederick Law
litecture in America ("University of

/lass. Press, 1968), 47-56. 

Walter L. Creese, The Search for Environment, The Garden City Before and
\fter (New Haven, 1966) . .,, • '-'• ' •'-•"' (continue^ " ' '" ' ''
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Beginning at the northwest corner of the intersection of Ogden and Harlem 
Avenues, thence north along Harlem Avenue to the intersection with the 
southerly line of the Illinois Central Railroad tracks, thence northwest 
along said tracks to the intersection with 26th Street, thence west along 
26th Street to the intersection with Des Plaines Avenue, thence south along 
Des Plaines Avenue to the intersection with 31st Street, thence west along 
31st Street to the intersection with 1st Avenue, thence southerly along 1st 
Avenue to the intersection with Salt Creek, thence easterly along Salt Creek 
to the intersection with the Des Plaines River, thence easterly along the Des 
Plaines River to the intersection with Og<|en Avenue, thence northeasterly 
along Ogden Avenue to its intersection with Harlem Avenue, the point of 
beginning.

The historic district includes approximately 1,500 acres of the 1,600 
acres that originally comprised the town site.
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2. Location (cont.) £,

Boundaries of the Riverside Historic District:
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7. Description (cont. )

There have teen many changes and intrusions made in the section north of 
-Forest Avenue, which is largely occupied by the Chicago Zoological Park and 
two schools. The Olmsted plan was never utilized in the portion south of 
Forest Avenue. Instead, another developer substituted a travesty of the 
:01msted plan: Tiny public "parks", small house lots, and "curved" roads. 
this section these "features" are jammed together in a small area for the 
purpose of utilizing every last square inch of land.

In
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8. Significance (cont.)

the practice of imposing a rectangular grid system of streets and lots on 
•whatever topography existed. Natural features such as hills or streams were 
regarded as an inconvenience to be corrected or ignored. In his plan for 
Riverside Olmsted established the foundation for an entirely different line of 
'suburban design. Instead of imposing the rigid grid system, the streets.were 
allowed to flow around the landscape and topography in harmony with the meander 
'ing Des Plaines River and land along the river was preserved for general use in 
the form of public parks or commons.

His approach, as outlined in his firm's preliminary report of 1868 to the 
trustees of the Riverside Development Association, became a classic guide for 
later developers of suburbs. The primary objectives of the trustees, Olmsted 
wrote, should be the development of a general plan, the fault of most existing 
suburbs being that "no intelligent design has been pursued to secure ...dis 
tinctly rural attractiveness." In the execution of the Riverside plan Olmsted 
reinforced the existing natural beauty by planting roadside trees in irregular 
clusters to give a spontaneous effect and to exploit the beauty of massed 
foliage. To avoid the problem of ugly architecture, he suggested that "we can 
require that no house can be built within a certain number of feet of the high 
way, and we can insist that each householder shall maintain one or two living 
trees between his house and the highway line." Both of these suggestions were 
adopted by the trustees.

In further efforts to create a rural atmosphere, Olmsted and Vaux stressed 
in their report the importance of unfenced parks and recreation grounds with 
the "character of informal village greens." Various such parks were to be 
scattered throughout the development, often with facilities for "croquet or 
ball grounds" or other "objects of general interest." The spacious front yards 
of the residences were to be unfenced and a further damming of the Des Plaines 
River was suggested to provide facilities for pleasure boating.

In designing their transportation network, Olmsted and Vaux again intro 
duced a new concept. Interior roadways wound around interesting natural feature 
they focused on the river; they were often depressed to create a less disturbing 
effect on the open sight lines, and for the first time streets were also delib 
erately curved - "the idea being," in Olmsted 1 s wordsj - "to suggest and imply 
leisure, contemplativeness, and happy tranquillity." Within the development a 
separation of business and pleasure traffic was also suggested. Finally, one 
of Olmsted's most radical innovations, not actually adopted by Riverside, was 
for a six-mile pleasure parkway connecting the community with Chicago for the 
benefit of commuters who wished to ride their horses to and from work. This 
idea Olmsted was not able to apply in practice until his work on his Boston 
project-after 1878.
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