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The urban and industrial landscapes that we occupy bear 
the scars of innumerable past traumas and acts of slow vio-
lence. Chicago’s industrial corridors on the South and East 
Side carved through the once-vibrant prairie landscape, first 
displacing the marginalized Native American inhabitants and 
now threatening the well-being of the communities who live 
there today. We are traditionally taught that the history of 
Chicago and of our entire country begins with the arrival of 
European settlers, but this history extends back thousands of 
years before that. It is a history that is not specific to Chicago 
but must be acknowledged to create a more holistic and accu-
rate picture. It is recently driven by capitalism and the Western 
ideology rooted in the desire for power and dominance over the 
natural world.

The juxtapositions between the man-made environment and 
the “natural” environment are intensified in urban spaces. Our 
relationship with the natural world has become increasingly 
complicated under the romantic Western notion of nature as 
wilderness, in which we assume that nature is an untouchable 
force that should not be sculpted by human hands. But this 
romanticized image only exists in our minds like a nostalgic 
dream. It is imperative that we take a step back from ourselves 
to understand how interwoven we are in the world around us.1

The reality is that as a species, we have acquired the unparal-
leled ability to alter the landscape and manipulate nature as 
a resource. Despite people’s presence around the Great Lakes 
for thousands of years, over the course of about two hundred 
years settlers have altered every area of the biosphere, leaving 
behind irreparable wounds. Our modern cities and industries 
are the greatest example of this. We look at a flourishing city 
and see beauty in what we have built, but it’s harder to see what 
came before: the countless species of birds, prairie grasses, 
animals, trees, and the people who lived within and with this 
land. When European settlers started pushing farther west, 
they only knew how to live off the land, as a source of wealth 
to be extracted. They saw this “New World” as something that 
needed to be tamed, domesticated, and put to human use.

During the nineteenth century, Chicago was perfectly posi-
tioned at the intersection of trade routes and waterways, al-
lowing it to become a major commercial and industrial center 
unlike any other in North America. Prairies were rapidly re-
placed by farms; rivers were diverted, reversed, and tamed; and 
marshland was excavated, filled, and paved over with concrete 
and steel to support our colossal buildings. The native grasses 
were burned and ploughed under, replaced with endless fields 
of corn, oats, and wheat.2
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Big Marsh, Chicago, IL. Photo credit: Abdullah Quick
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Big Marsh, Chicago, IL; Sand & Gravel and Aggregate Plant, Spring Grove, IL. Photo credits: Adhiraj Segel and Abdullah Quick
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Truck in Big Marsh, Chicago, IL. Photo credit: Adhiraj Segel
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A history of astounding ecological transformation has been 
culminating in Chicago’s neighborhoods, most notably in the 
communities of the Southeast Side along the Calumet River. 
These areas are a patchwork of green spaces intermixed with 
blackened plots dominated by railways, shipyards, scrap yards, 
manufacturing sites, and abandoned steel factories. The rem-
nants of prairie, forest, and marsh environments collide with 
the exhausted and polluted land. Nine steel factories once 
operated in South Deering, and their abandoned remains sit 
rusting away, slowly being reclaimed by the land. One such 
site, the Acme Coke Plant, is included in our photo collection.3 
These places represent cumulative histories of pollution, ex-
posing mostly low-income communities to toxins through the 
ground, air, and water.

A bird’s eye view lends perspective to how expansive the land-
scape is, while shots taken on the ground help to create a per-
sonal account of these places. The individuals who live in these 
areas face these sights every day, but for the rest of the world, 
it is easier to dissociate and ignore the urgency of such issues. 
With these images, we hope to provide context and a more per-
sonal account of places that would otherwise just be pinpoints 
on a map, unseen by the larger public. Additionally, photogra-
phy acts as an invitation for us to re-examine our mental prox-
imity to “nature.”

Heavy industry has been allowed to transgress neighboring 
communities and ecosystems, disregarding the land and our 
shared responsibility to it. In October, the Natural Resources 
Defense Council released the most comprehensive map to date 
of the areas of highest cumulative vulnerabilities to environ-
mental pollution.4 We decided to visit some of these most vul-
nerable areas, focusing on sites along the Calumet River on the 
Southeast Side of Chicago. Here, roads and rail lines segment 
the land, subdividing and constricting the remaining ecosys-
tem. The contrasts among the environment, the residential 
areas, and the factory settings are poignant.

The Calumet River, once a vital corridor of biodiversity, now 
snakes through dozens of industrial sites. Along its banks, 
marsh grasses have been replaced by walls of concrete and 
steel. Industrial pollutants run off into the river from sites such 
as the KCBX petroleum coke (petcoke) plant, which for years 
has been the focus of community demands to implement and 
enforce proper environmental regulations.5 Pollution from 
heavy industry has been an ongoing problem since the 1900s, 
radically changing the river and surrounding watershed. 
Regulations are hard won in a battle that never truly ends.

In the middle of South Deering, among the industrial factories, 
is a place called Big Marsh, a former dumping site for slag and 
other toxic byproducts from the smelting of ore. Big Marsh is 
now a park and wetland hosting numerous species of native 
birds and plants. This restoration project undertaken by the 
Chicago Park District aims to bring back the native ecosystems 
along the Calumet River.6 While Big Marsh looks like an idyllic 
piece of nature, it is an entirely man-made re-creation of the 
environment that existed before it was subjected to industrial 
toxic wastes. We assume that we can simply bury the problem 
and continue to build on top of it, but the marks of industry will 
never go away. However, the Big Marsh project is an example 
of how we can foster new relationships with the land.

Big Marsh, Chicago, IL. Photo credit: Abdullah Quick

People often think of land in the context of ownership, bound-
aries, material worth, and economics, bearing the biases and 
politics of the current culture. Once the land has been stripped 
of its autonomy in this way—once it is seen as a body to be 
colonized, worked, and exhausted—it becomes easier—indeed, 
almost inevitable—to overlook the experiential history of a 
place. We must learn to think about land as communal and 
part of a shared past. Once we’ve acknowledged land as an 
entity essential to ourselves and to our identity as living beings, 
only then can we foster a relationship of mutual respect. How 
we, as a society and culture treat the land is a direct reflection 
of how we treat one another. It is the very foundation of our 
social contract, a contract that we must expand to encompass a 
larger world outside of ourselves—a living world with which we 
are more intertwined than we realize.
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Photo Credits: On the ground images by Adhiraj Segel. Drone 
images by Abdullah Quick.

An online sound piece is included as part of this project. It is 
meant to be played while reading the text. For a more immer-
sive experience listen here:
https://www.humansandnature.org/a-new-nature
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