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Toward the Sanitary and Ship Canal 113

Cooley wrote:

Chicago produces more filth per capita than any other city. She has
filth-producing industries of enormous-proportions; her plumbing is more:
universal than any American city, certainly' more‘than any foreign communi-
ty, and there are no cesspools, and the soilis, for the more part, impermeable,
—in fact, it may be'said that the organic wastes of no other city, in so large
proportion; reach the sewer outfalls. The organic wastes received by the
South Fork alorne, with a tributary population of only 150,000 people, exceed

_the produce of onie million people in'London, or in Massachusetts cities.
. There is very little data to indicate the product of the city as a whole, but it
* certainly exceeds that of two million, and may be as great as that of three
million people, on the basis of cities above mentioned. About nine hundred
and fifty thousand people are tribiitary to the river and its branches and forks
(some two hundred and fifty thousand being directly tributary to the lake or
unsewered), the sewage from which nominally reaches the Bridgeport
pumping station and the:lllinois-and Mlchlgan Canal.!

Chicago’s major health problems were not only:its stupendous production
of filth but also the typhoid fever epidemics that followed the overflows of
polluted Chicago River water into the drinking supply in Lake Michigan.
Freshets from the west, causing the Des Plaines to spill over into the Chicago
River and pour into the lake, were the most troublesome, and the Des Plaines
was overflowing its banks eastward with increasing frequency and volume. The
cause of the increased flooding was the expanding population on the Des
Plaines's upper reaches. Increasing numbers of farmers were draining the
grassy wetlands adjacent to the river. These wetlands had originally taken days
to absorb and release heavy rains; now the water cascaded off and reached

Chicago in only hours

The 0gden-Wentworth Ditch: From Bad to Worse

Exacerbating the “mischievous effect” of the Des Plaines was the “Ogden-
Wentworth Ditch.” William B. Ogdén and “Long John” Wentworth, both former
mayors of Chicago and big Chicago boosters, owned land in the Summit area
near Mud Lake, the fabled marsh around or through which so many had
porta%ed only 40 or so years earlier. Wentworth’s Summit farm was over 4,700
acres.’ According to Andreas, in 1868 Ogden and Wentworth had drained their
marshy lands in the Des Plaines Valley into a 200-foot-long, 20- to 30-foot-wide
ditch running north through Mud Lake and then turning east, emptying into the

- old West Fork.” Knight and Zeuch disagree about the direction of flow, stating
-~ that the Ogden-Wentworth Ditch generally followed the course of the original
- channel through the north end of Mud Lake, though it was straighter and

emptied west into Portage Creek. They also describe another ditch, Nickerson's
Ditch, which generally followed the old south channel and also drained into
Portage Creek. Knight and Zeuch say that in low water periods, the “Upper Des
Plaines” diverted from its normal channel and flowed through the deep ditches
into the West Fork.? What is indisputable is that, during times of flood, the Des

‘Plaines overflowed into the ditches and on into the West Fork.





Hill, Libby, 2000, The Chicago River: A Natural and Unnatural History, Lake Claremont Press, pages 112 and 113. 
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The above conversation illustrates the state of public knowledge about
infectious disease in the late nineteenth century, as well as the state of therive
dismal. The consensus was that disease came from the “miasma,” noxio
vapors generated from decaying organic matter. But here was evidence to the
contrary from a bridgetender. Why? What was “known” about disease and
sewage treatment as the world entered the twentieth century? Were there any
realistic alternatives to the dilution strategy?

In the last half of the nineteenth century, under the rubric of the “Sanitary
Movement,” the miasma theory dominated public policy in health matters.
While it aimed to alter the way people looked at personal hygiene, it stretched
beyond the personal to the public arena. Sanitarians advocated cleansing cities
by constructing large public works to provide clean water and to dispose of
sewage. “Water carriage technology,” or, in the common terminology—
sewers—would convey human waste by water to an area far removed from the
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Germ Theory

If it wasn't the odor, what was it that spread infectious disease? The French
chemist Louis Pasteur, born in 1822, unselfishly devoted his entire professional
life to investigating industrial, agricultural, and medical problems. He
hypothesized that the cause of infectious disease was “germs,” tiny bacteria
that could be transmitted from person to person through air, water, or food.
New theories, however, take time to be accepted. It was not until the 1870s, 20
years after he began his work on bacterial theory, that he, Robert Koch, and
Joseph Lister finally convinced the scientific community that bacteria caused
typhoid fever, cholera, and dysentery. There was a gap, however, between
scientific acceptance and public application of the theory. It was during this
very interval between “proof’ of theory and development of proven
technologies that Chicago found itself in desperate need of a solution.
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Chicago’s Dubious Distinction: First City of Filth

Public health policy shaped by the miasma theory advocated removal of
organic matter before it could putrefy. Emptying sewage into a waterway that
both diluted the organic matter and carried it away, far away, was the obvious
answer. The I&M Canal, however, the waterway that Chicagoans used, couldn’t
carry the diluted waste away far enough and fast enough. The river's reversal
had been in complete conformity with miasma theory and:the sanitary
movement, as had Chicago’s sewage system that emptied into the Chicago
River in 1855, but ideological conformity hardly ensures success. '

Chicago’s Lyman F. Cooley, soon to be chief engineer in charge of building
the Sanitary and Ship Canal, spared no words describing Chicago’s dire
predicament in 1890. Chicago had become the First City in regard to filth.




