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Chicago: City of the Big Shoulders, hosted by NPR’s Scott Simon

Premieres May 18 at 10 pm (check local listings)

In Chicago, City of the Big Shoulders, skyscrapers stand in what was once a field of wild onions. Today, less than one tenth of one percent of the city’s original prairies still exists. But the city is bringing back its lost wilderness in both large and small ways as public policy and citizen activism drive dynamic change. 


The city’s mayor is at the heart of Chicago’s efforts to become a greener city. “By investing in green roofs, we basically bring nature back to urban communities,” says Chicago Mayor Richard M. Daley. Through his Green Crusade, Daley has committed major resources to develop a holistic approach to urban ecology. Green rooftops on the city’s skyscrapers absorb rainfall, provide wildlife habitats, and are up to 70 degrees cooler than tar rooftops. The 24-acre Millennium Park and Northerly Park, a continuous open park along the lakefront, provide places for the public to enjoy nature in the heart of downtown.  Chicago’s commitment to green architecture and open space is integral to an economic development strategy to position the city as a cutting-edge 21st century urban environment. 


But environmentalism wasn’t always understood as an urban priority. For the past 30 years, Stephen Packard has played an important role in bringing the city’s natural heritage back to life. In the 1970s, his was a lone voice speaking out in defense of Chicago’s nearly lost wetlands. ”People are hungry to have the experience of being in a wild, beautiful, ancient place,” Packard says. Chicago Wilderness, a coalition of more than 170 organizations dedicated to restoring and preserving the natural ecology around the city, is making sure that opportunity exists by restoring prairies, cleaning up the rivers and preserving wetlands. 


On the South Side of Chicago, factories have crumbled, the manufacturing economy has gone bust, and the area is home to 25 Superfund cleanup sites. As environmental activists envision the slag heaps as meadows, tensions mount over fear that the remaining industry will be forced out and there will be no hope for future job creation. “I’m working two jobs now and drawing a pension from 28 years in the steel mill and still don’t make what I made on one job,” says William Alexander, a former steel worker. Balancing environmental goals with economic opportunity remains a challenge for America’s industrial cities, but all sides recognize that pollution is a deadly option.


Kids are “how we’ll turn all of this around,” says Deb Perryman, an environmental science teacher at Chicago’s Elgin High School, where 52 percent of her students live below the poverty level. Through her leadership, 35 acres of school land have been turned into a nature preserve where students gain hands-on experience while learning about the environment. We need more teachers like her who are “head over heels involved,” says one of her students.


Michael Howard could be called a force of nature—and he’s using nature to fight poverty, illiteracy, drug abuse, racism and indifference. In 1995, he saw a news report that 20 percent of children under six in his impoverished South Side neighborhood had elevated lead counts—the highest percentage in the nation. At first he waited for something to happen. When nothing did, he took action.  He mobilized resources to clean up empty lots filled with lead and asbestos, and turned them into Eden Place Nature Center, a sanctuary in the middle of the city where Howard is a preacher for the cause, exciting children about the land around them. “I had the feeling that for them nature was always something somewhere else, somewhere outside the city,” says Howard. But as they chase butterflies, learn about composting and bask in the sun in Eden Place, the urban children of Fuller Park are at home.       

