
Preservation Chicago Unveils the 2008 Chicago 7 Most Threatened...

Grant Park (Children’s Museum Proposal)

Overview:
Leon Despres, former alderman and original sponsor of the
Chicago Landmarks Ordinance, recently observed that park-
land is always a temptation because it is free. And now, once
again, Grant Park is tempting the city as the favored site for
yet another museum in the park. A new home for the Chicago
Children’s Museum is planned as the latest encroachment
upon what was intended to be “public land, forever open,
clear and free of any building whatsoever”.

Grant Park is a rare and magnificent urban open space in the very heart of downtown. The vision of
Chicago’s early leaders has given us a heritage worthy of protection and preservation, and a series of
Supreme Court decisions has affirmed that Grant Park must remain open and free of buildings, even
museum buildings.

History:

Established in 1835, extended to the north in 1845 and then further east in 1899, Grant Park has
always tempted development despite its designation as “forever open, clear and free”. In 1890,
A. Montgomery Ward sued to have all structures removed and prevent new structures from being built.
An 1897 Supreme Court decision upheld a circuit court decision prohibiting the City from constructing
any buildings in the park. Ward omitted the Art Institute of Chicago from his original complaint and the
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Chicago 7: The Grant Park Continued:
museum was allowed to remain. This exception has been used to support the argument that muse-
ums are permitted in the park even if other buildings are not. When in 1906 the Field Museum
of Natural History proposed to build in the park, Ward again sued and the Supreme Court
reaffirmed its earlier decision. The current proposal by the Children’s Museum renews this
long standing dispute over the use of public parkland.

Threat:
The Chicago Children’s Museum, currently located at
Navy Pier, wants to expand its facilities and enhance its
identity with a new building of its own. The museum
has identified a site adjacent to the Daley Bicentennial
Field House in Grant Park as its preferred new location.
The site offers the prestige of a downtown location
coupled with the financial appeal of free land and a
significant tax subsidy for annual operating expenses.
However, relocating the Children’s Museum to Grant
Park would impose more than 100,000 square feet of
new construction on parkland intended as “forever
open, clear and free”. This further diminishment of our
city’s irreplaceable green heritage is unacceptable.

Recommendation:
Preservation Chicago stands with Alderman Brendan
Reilly (42nd ward) in his opposition to building
the Chicago Children’s Museum in Grant Park.
To that end, we urge the City of Chicago and
the Children’s Museum to
re-evaluate alternative sites
for a new museum. Grant Park
is too valuable a part of our
civic heritage to parcel out to
individual institutions, no
matter how worthwhile the
mission. Preservation Chicago
encourages the City to focus
instead on renovating and
enhancing existing facilities to
better serve the public trust.
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