
What if there were no 
cars?

The early sun glimmers 
off dewy plants, and  
the last of the morning’s 
delivery trucks turn  
off onto Leavitt Street. 
These may be the only 
vehicles present today.

Could we walk 
anywhere?

The beautiful quiet is 
only partially disturbed 
as the streetcar hums 
past. It releases a seem-
ingly endless stream  
of people at the Damen 
“L” stop. Café seating 
merges with a grassy 
knoll where customers 
catch cyclists flying 
down the middle of the 
Avenue.

Could the street 
transform?

At the Goose Island 
stop, the Chicago River 
splits the urban fabric 
and offers views of the 
downtown skyline.  
A group of elderly men 
exercise under the  
shade of an old rail 
bridge. Laughter fills the  
air from the wide patio  
of Second City, which is  
ringed by a low berm, 
pushing the streetcar 
rails to the far side of the 
Avenue.

Could it grow?

It begins to rain but 
that is no problem with 
the setback ordinance. 
Almost all the buildings 
overhang the Avenue, 
providing cover from the  
unpredictable weather. 
These curbless thor- 
ough fares have sprouted  
up across the city. Sim- 
ilar lines on the ground,  
surrounded by stretches 
of paving and nature, 
cast a wide, green net  
that holds the city 
together.
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In the early 1900s, 
the Chicago Surface 
Lines ran a citywide 
network of electric 
streetcars – from Lake 
Calumet in the South 
to Rogers Park in the 
North and Columbus 
Park to the West. 

The street was the 
place to be, as it 
largely belonged to the 
pedestrian. 

There were no lanes, 
there was no need. 
People strolled, stood 
still, watched others 
go in and out of shops 
and houses, stopped at 
flower-stalls or picked 
up the daily newspaper. 

The scenes of life 
unfolded in plain 
sight. The street was 
a resource shared by 
everyone.




