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FAÇADE

A CIVIC GATEWAY TO THE CITY: UNION STATION RENOVATION

Located in Chicago’s rapidly growing West Loop, Union Station functions as a terminus for local Metra commuters 

and a way station for long-distance Amtrak travelers. A Chicago landmark since 2002, Union Station has been 

undergoing a much-needed facelift since 2010 under the direction of its owner, Amtrak. Restoration is being 

guided by facilities management firm CBRE, with architectural design by Goettsch Partners.

The Untouchables stairs were restored with marble from the same Italian quarry that sourced the original stairs.  

The detail (inset) shows the subtle squaring of the stair edges as well as the elegant extension of the banister.
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“We were honored to be a part of 

the project to restore Union 

Station as a city landmark and a 

civic gateway to the city,” said Len 

Koroski, FAIA, LEED AP, and a 

principal with Goettsch Partners. 

Long-unused headhouse 

spaces are being reclaimed while 

the overburdened concourse and 

track platforms are being freed 

up. The entire facility is being 

retrofitted for 21st century passen-

gers, tourists and local residents. 

(The next phase for restoration 

involves repairing the soaring 

skylight above the Great Hall.)

“This project for Chicago is on 

the same scale as the Statue of 

Liberty or the Capital Dome 

building restoration,” said Paul 

Sanders, senior facilities manager, 

Chicago Union Station at Amtrak.

The Burlington Room, reconfig-

ured from the former Women’s 

Lounge and restored to a level 

reminiscent of its original 

glamour, features meticulously 

restored murals and a dramatic 

coffered ceiling. Nonetheless, this 

elegant event space also includes 

a retrofitted smart lighting system. 

The antique fixtures were 

discovered in crates stored in the 

basement, Koroski said. 

The Burlington Room’s grand 

re-opening was held in November 

2016. During the event, Land-

marks Illinois presented Amtrak 

with the 2016 Real Estate and 

Building Industries Council Award.

“The time felt right for us to 

give Amtrak a signal that their 

work was recognized and to 

encourage them to continue,” 

said Bonnie McDonald, Land-

marks Illinois president and CEO.

Earlier restoration efforts 

focused on staircases leading into 

the Great Hall from Canal Street. 

The southern staircase had served 

as a backdrop for the 1987 feature 

film The Untouchables. To the 

casual observer, both staircases 

retained their original grandeur.

“You can still find people taking 

pictures of those Great Hall steps, 

those ‘Untouchables’ steps,” 

Koroski said.

Nonetheless, closer inspection 

revealed that decades of footfalls 

had taken their toll. In some 

places, the travertine on individual 

steps had worn down to half the 

original 3-inch thickness.
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Restoration required balancing 

sometimes conflicting landmark 

demands and ADA requirements. 

Specifically, each staircase was 

required to retain its “floating” 

illusion, originally achieved largely 

by rounded “bull nose” finishes 

on each step, an aesthetic feature 

which represented a tripping 

hazard that would not pass ADA 

muster, Sanders said.

The ingenious solution 

required both artistry and 

complex mathematics. Tripping 

was minimized by subtly altering 

each bull nose to a square edge. 

Calculations were made to 

replicate original pattern and 

placement frequency of handrail 

posts, while adding two posts 

per banister and extending it 

from the bottom step to the 

landing. The finished result is 

hardly distinguishable from the 

original design.

“This project required a level of 

detail and finish that most 

construction firms don’t deal with 

today,” Sanders said.

By contrast, the bi-level 

Metropolitan Lounge, relocated 

from the concourse to the 

headhouse, is fitted out with 

sleek furnishings and clean lines. 

Emphasizing premium passenger 

comfort, the Metropolitan 

Lounge boasts 21st century 

amenities, including Wi-Fi 

throughout and abundant 

charging stations for laptops and 

mobile devices. A feature 

restored within the lounge and 

geared toward weary cross- 

country travelers had been 

absent from Union Station for the 

past four decades: showers.

The starkly modern update of 

the Metropolitan Lounge detracts 

nothing from Union Station’s 

landmark status, McDonald said.

“We are not encouraging people 

to preserve buildings in amber. 

Buildings are living, breathing struc-

tures,” McDonald said. CA

The former Women’s Lounge required extensive restoration to nearly every 

element. The murals had been damaged by both age and humidity. Three of the 

four murals were restored, while the fourth was recreated by an intricate process 

of matching digital photograph squares and strips. The alcoves on the far wall 

formerly served as phone booths.

Relocating the Metropolitan Lounge to the main head house doubled its capacity 

from 180 to 360.  Modeled after premium airport lounges, it features separate spaces 

for business travelers, families with kids as well as areas designed for quiet relaxation.
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