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Fountain of the Great Lakes. Tucked 
away in the plaza on the northeast corner of 

Michigan Ave-
nue and Jack-
son Boulevard 
is this marvel-
ous fountain. 
When the 
fountain was 
originally in-
stalled in 1914, 
it was located 
against the 
south wall of 
the Art Institute. 
Since 1965 it 
has been 
against the wall 
of the addition 

to the Institute, the Morton Wing, and facing 
west. The sculptor of the fountain is Laredo Taft. 
The five female figures represent the Great 
Lakes: Superior pours water into Huron, 
Michigan to her right, Erie to her left, Ontario 
kneeling.  

Chicago’s position at the southern shore of 
Lake Michigan was the primary reason for its 
early growth. When the Illinois & Michigan Canal 
opened in 1848, it became possible to travel by 
water from New York City to the Mississippi river 
system via the Hudson River, the Erie Canal, 
Lakes Erie, Huron and Michigan, the Chicago 
River, the I & M Canal, and the Illinois River. 
Chicago, in the center of the water highway, 
became the main transfer point for goods and 
passengers, leading to a commercial partnership 
between the Windy City and the Big Apple that 
would dominate the U.S. economy for over a 
century. The Fountain of the Great Lakes is a 

fitting reminder of the importance of the 
waterways in the era before the railroad.(AIA 41) 

Railway Exchange/Santa Fe Build-
ing. At the northwest corner of Michigan Avenue 
and Jackson Boulevard is the Railway Exchange 
Building, with its gleaming white terra cotta walls 
and the “Santa Fe” sign on the roof.  

It is fitting indeed for the building that 
housed the Chicago offices of the Atchison, 
Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad to be located at 
the original beginning of 66. The Santa Fe line 
stretched from Chicago to Los Angeles and 
parallels the highway through New Mexico, 

Arizona, and California. The Railway Exchange 
Building was completed in 1904 and was 
meticulously renovated and restored in the 
1980s. It is one of Chicago’s most distinctive 
classics, with the round portal windows arrayed 
in a band beneath the rooftop cornice and the 
gentle curves of the protruding ribbons of oriel 
bay windows. We can enter the building’s atrium 
lobby to enjoy the opulent staircase and skylight 
roof. The Chicago Architecture Foundation has 
their fine store here, as well as free exhibits. If 
time permits, the tours of Chicago conducted by 
the foundation are well worth the time and 
expense. (AIA 42) (CFB 25-26) 

Metropolitan Tower. Southwest corner 
of Michigan Avenue and Jackson Boulevard. 
Built in 1924, this was the first Chicago building 
to exceed thirty stories in height. It was home to 
an investment banking firm, S.W. Straus and 
Company. At the top of its tower is a pyramid-
shaped roof topped with a glass beehive. At 
night, the beehive is lit a deep cobalt blue. When 
first installed, the beehive also contained a 
directional beacon. The pyramid symbolized 
longevity and permanence; the beehive stood 
for industry and thrift; and the directional beacon 
was a metaphor for the bank’s global reach. 
Straus was hoping to use these symbols to instill 
trust in their customers, to reassure them that 
their investments would be handled actively and 
carefully by an institution that could be trusted 
over the long term. Ironically, the firm failed 
during the Great Depression and closed less 
than ten years after lighting that beautiful blue 
beehive!

Once Straus failed, the building was 
purchased by the CNA insurance group, then for 
a time it was the headquarters for Encyclopedia 
Britannica. As of spring 2006 it is becoming a 


