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2018 NAPC Commission Excellence Award Nomination
Best Practices - Public Outreach
The Lombard Historic Preservation Commission, Lombard Illinois

The Illinois Prairie Path Historic Railroad Sign Project

The arrival of the railroad in 1848 cemented the future of the Village of
Lombard. Currently, its 44,000 residents live twenty miles due west of Chicago.
Eventually, three different sets of tracks would traverse the Village. One of
those, the Chicago Aurora and Elgin was an electric commuter and light freight
line.

The Illinois Railway Museum likens the development of yesterday’s railroads to
the introduction of today’s personal computer. The pace of change brought
about by the train and its impact on the daily routines of life advanced at a
breakneck speed, transforming open prairie and independent farming
communities into suburban landscapes.

When service began in 1902, the Chicago Aurora & Elgin electric line was
considered the single most progressive and innovative interurban railway in the
history of the industry. It served the western suburbs of Chicago for over 5
decades and could carry 100,000 passengers a day. On July 3,1957, all train
service on the line permanently ended without prior notice to the public. In
Sept of 1963, author and naturalist May Theilgaard Watts wrote to the Chicago
Tribune advocating that the abandoned Chicago Aurora & Elgin right of way be
turned into a public path. The Illinois Prairie path, now a 61-mile public nature
trail, lies on the former right of way for the Chicago Aurora & Elgin electric
railroad.

The Lombard Historic Preservation Commission worked for four years to create
and install 4 educational signs along a 1.5-mile section of the Prairie Path in
Lombard. Each sign corresponds to the location of a train stop in Lombard. The
history of the CA&E rail line gives readers a chance to see the importance of '
connecting people, homes and businesses through innovation, determination
and hard work. The four new signs along the Path are excellent examples of
Best Practices in Public Outreach as they tell that story.

Originality and Innovation (Unique Strategies/activities)
e The project added a new location of historic focus outside the downtown
area, increasing geographic and demographic reach.
o The use of QR codes on the signs gives moving readers a chance to
photograph the sign with a smartphone and consume the information
later.



e QR codes allow for supporting interpretive information to be refreshed at
any time.
o The signs brand the section of the trail as part of the Village of Lombard.

Transferability as a model for other commissions (Serves as a model)

e Utilizing smart phone applications and social media help attract newer,
younger audiences and in this case, an audience that may be moving
running or biking. QR codes can be used in almost any interpretive
setting.

o Illinois Prairie Path Board member Ken McClurg wrote “Because of the
high use, these strategic signs acknowledging the historical significance
of the Aurora & Elgin system, provide a desirable, initial framework for
other communities to follow. In fact, members of the Ilinois Prairie Path
Board are currently reviewing elements of these signs for the
development of 4 generic yet historically significant path sites for other
sections of the 61-mile Illinois Prairie Path.”

o Signage is an option in almost every interpretive situation. This well-
designed signage is a standout and a template for others.

Comprehensiveness, excellence and degree of difficulty (Challenges)

o Research for station specific content and photographs was difficult,
taking almost 2 %2 years to complete.

o Creating high quality digital reproductions of old photographs for
signage was a technical challenge.

o Village of Lombard staff worked to obtain permits and permissions
required from the County Division of Transportation. This effort involved
aerial photos, photographing potential sign locations, detailed
measurements, right of way assessments, correspondence and months of
follow up. New signage permits from the County were obtained.
Communication with the Illinois Prairie Path board was also crucial as
work with the county proceeded.

o Large, colorful signs with engaging images draw attention and offer
alternatives for absorption to a crowd that can be out for a leisurely stroll
or moving at a good clip.

Impact and Results: (Impact)

e The Prairie Path provides an opportunity to reach new non-Lombard
audiences and share history information in areas of town that are not
typically thought of as having interesting history.

o According to the Illinois Prairie Path Corporation there is no busier
section of the Path and 2002 data indicates the path is used by 122,000
individuals every year.

e The use of QR codes provides usage metrics for future planning,

o The new signs along the one and half mile section of trail distinguish
Lombard from other towns that Prairie Path users travel through.



January 19, 2018

National Alliance of Preservation Commissions
PO Box 1011
Virginia Beach, VA 2345

To Whom It May Concern:

It is with great pleasure that we write this letter in support of the Lombard Historic
Preservation Commission’s Illinois Prairie Path Historic Railroad Sign Project.

Illinois Prairie Path Background
Heralded as the first successful rail-trail conversion in the United States, the 62-mile

Illinois Prairie Path laid a national blueprint for other rail conversions. The closure of the
former Chicago, Aurora, and Elgin Railway, which ended operations in 1961, provides
the foundation of much of the current Illinois Prairie Path system. The Illinois Prairie
Path spans Cook, DuPage and Kane Counties in the western Chicago metropolitan area.
Further, the Lombard Historic Preservation Commission’s sign project underscores our
mission:

To preserve, enhance, and advocate on behalf of the Illinois Prairie Path for
current and future generations.

These signs not only document historically significant events related to the Aurora and
Elgin Railway presence in Lombard, but they also provide a fascinating historical
reminder to the estimated 122,000 Prairie Path users.

Transferability 7
Interestingly, there are few signs on this 62 mile stretch that document the Rails-to-Trails

history as the 4 signs developed by the Lombard Historic Preservation Commission have
done. In fact, recently the Illinois Prairie Path has initiated similar signage documenting
dynamic volunteer involvement in the "rail to trail” conversion over 40 years ago. The
Lombard Commission signs are being used as a model for this project.

The following elements of the Lombard Historic Preservation Commission’s signs serve
as exemplars for other communities:
1. The signs provide a clear, historical context for this most traveled section of the
Illinois Prairie Path.
2. They are spaced in a way that actually invites path users to read them.
3. They inform Lombard residents and other path users of relevant historical
information about the earlier railroad system.



4. And, indirectly, these signs could engender community pride, and perhaps the
desire to highlight other historically significant sites in neighboring communities.

Advocacy on behalf of local historic preservation/historic resource

These strategic signs, acknowledging the historical significance of the Aurora and Elgin
rail system, also provide a desirable, initial framework for other communities to follow
based on the following:

1. Sign locations are directly related to their geographic and historical prominence.
. Sign design is consistent and well thought out.
3. Common sign elements are easily recognizable including:

e Carefully selected era-specific photos (1-2. maximum)
e Graphics (e.g. sample train tickets & schedules)
4. Sign text is limited, yet very specific
5. Sign size is large enough to attract path users plus text is not too dense and chosen
length is very appropriate considering varied path use.

Again, we acknowledge the Lombard Historic Commission’s exceptional work in
documenting the historical significance of our local rail-to-trail movement. Plus, we
support its work in providing a viable model for other communities to follow especially
within the Illinois Prairie Path community.

Sincerely,

& onka__

Erik Spande, President
[llinois Prairie Path Corporation



February 7, 2018

Dear National Alliance of Preservation Commissions:

We strongly support the Lombard Historical Preservation
Commission’s application for the NAPC Best Practices-Public
Outreach and Advocacy award.

The Preservation Commission’s four-year-long dedication to the
signage project demonstrates a commitment to bring historic context
and fascinating details directly to the public. Alongside descriptive text,
the photographs on each sign make our village history even more
tangible. Lombard is the only stretch of the 61-mile Prairie Path to
have informational signage.

The four new panels along the lllinois Prairie Path bring unique history

to the more than 120,000 bikers, walkers, and runners who use the

path annually. The information brings back fond memories for the

residents born while the electric Chicago Aurora & Elgin (CA&E) train .
was transporting commuters to Chicago. For younger trail users, it )
provides context and excitement about our shared past.

The well-planned placement of the four signs adds weight to the
information — each sign is placed at the location of a former CA&E train
stop in Lombard. The new panels include photos of each station and
surrounding areas, bringing history even closer to us. We frequently
notice people stopping to read the signs to learn more about our
community. For example, a photo on the Stewart Station panel shows
a house that still stands. Because of the clever sign placement, a .
viewer can read the sign, look up, and see that exact house!

Regarding transferability, the concept of historic signage along the
Prairie Path can be duplicated in any town, allowing other :
communities to further engage residents and path users. Why stop at : ﬁ
the Prairie Path? Historic signage can be added to any rails-to-trails or * The| © .
canal trails around the country. .SHEI.DO

o o @ & e

1
[

e % W Lombard, UHlinois 60148
&L@(Z /%;4’ { . 630.629.1585

Leslie Sulla, President Sarah Richardt, Executive Director
Lombard Historical Society Lombard Historical Society

N PECK
Part of the Lombard Historical Society’s mission is to promote . w
Lombard'’s history. The Lombard Historical Preservation Commission’s i 0
signage project meets that goal in a unique, exciting, and highly visible v
way. : LOMBARD
We are thrilled with the signage project, and strongly support the , HISTORICAL
Commission’s application for the Public Outreach and Advocacy award. . SOCIETY
Sincerely, . 23 West Maple Street

www. Lombard H istorv.org

The Lombard Historical Socicty
is a 3013 not-for-profit organization.
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The Illinois Prairie Path Historic Sign Project - Supporting Images

[ Ticket Stub ]
LOMBARD HISTORIC SITE oA

[CA&E original Stop]
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Map location

o Bk e el won svmmes 4 sl g oo miredmrs The ek
5 Thod Rl poernd b et v enprest seraos w0 i Loy b e dhon
e T T e s poemred ounmntes Vi w e Clraes b Yol ¥ ooy

Vi

o el oot Vot Luphand onmn. din By g 8 Bow ot ot <0 sontmed.
res Ve e Rt o Ko oo - o1 et [ gbacd.

Illinois Prairie
Path logo

“hﬂd%nﬁwwm
wmdummm
1275wk e P Pl kLo "

Social Media ]
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Green Valley Station Sign: Each of the four signs were formatted using the
elements highlighted in the blue boxes to provide continuity.




LOMBARD HISTORIC SITE

Main Streef Mation
Chicago, Aurora and Eigin Rallway

L.ﬁ’_; o The st ervice began on fagmt
p % 25, 1902 and ended 00 July 3,
T
o This palway was heralded by the

ade press 1 e restes singe
advasce in the mdushry.

Lombard Historical Scciety NN \\ e
o The Loawbard Masn Street Stanos had 1 ull wasting room and 3 icket sgeel. The burddiag shvo hoased 2 arbstatias foc sppihmg
600 voit [ power sepped duws fom the high vokage AL lmes 0n pewer poles. Unidhe tradtiomal walley faex, the masfine

was powered by the third ral.
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Al vaims passing fhrough Looshard stpped o Main Street, exompt
fhe Cammanball”. In the 1340, 2 mid day Linitod rae the il
tventy miles from Chicaps to Lambard in 35 minetes with aly 2
fow stogs

Main Street Sign image. Photograph of the sign placement to the right of the
covered Illinois Prairie Path map.




LOMBARD HISTORIC SITE

Stewart Avente Station b
Chicago, Aurora and Eigin Raliway
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Stewart Avenue Station Sign: Sign placement allows the viewer to see the
original home (yellow) just to the right of the station booth in the photo.
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LOMBARD HISTORIC SITE

Westmore Stafion
E-E“ Chicago, Aurora and Elgin Rafiway
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o Aboet 1310, Hame Acres begas bo sl property south of the tracks is Chicagsans loaking s leave the city.
Teain tichets were sobd by an sathacind axent ol fhe seachy hardwore slore.

Lo Bare Hstogeal Society

@ The Westwre Station epened heve in the prairieland cast of the Villege of Lombard i 1902

o The raiivaad i the early days had milk iraies, otbonsd newspaper rains, and same Paror
Corservice. By the 1930's, thexe ware Express traing, Lissiods, snd Lacals aking lf stogs.

» Consiruction of the Esenbower Expresnway camed riibway patronage to ragidly dechioe.
ending five decades of eccelient service in 1357,
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Westmore Station Sign: The eastern most sign along the path looking west
toward what is now the Village of Lombard.




