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Introduction
The Vanishing Fair and the Enduring Home

Jackson Park, 1894

The World’s Columbian Exposition closed its gates for the last time on 
October 30, 1893, and on January 1, 1894, the exposition directors offi-
cially turned the fairgrounds back to Chicago’s South Park Commission. 
Consisting of Jackson Park and the Midway Plaisance, the 633-acre site 
was open once more to all who wanted to visit, not just for those who had 
the economic means to pay the fifty-cent entrance fee to the exposition.
 Soon the site was in disarray as people flocked among the still extant 
structures of the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. Those affected by 
the recent economic depression and related labor strikes sought refuge 
in Jackson Park, using and altering the invitingly empty fair structures. 
Several Chicago Tribune articles from the harsh winter of 1894 remarked 
on the discovery of “tramp nests” in basements of buildings (Chicago Tri-
bune 1894b, 1) and destructive fires started by those trying to stay warm 
(Chicago Tribune 1894c, 1). And there was free sustenance in addition to 
housing within the fairgrounds. Hungry people ate leftovers from food 
displays abandoned in the buildings, including “boxes of canned meat, 
sardines, prepared soups, choice pickles, wines of the most popular 
brands and articles of confectionary” (Chicago Tribune 1894b, 1).
 Other visitors wandered the former fairgrounds with commemorative 
goals in mind. Eager to maintain a tangible and personal memory of the 
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White City, some people pried off bits of buildings to fashion their own 
souvenirs. In one afternoon, an estimated ten thousand “relic hunting 
vandals” went on a rampage, removing mementos that included pieces 
of the fair buildings as well as virtually destroying the Midway’s Javanese 
Village. They took these “bits of glass, pieces of staff, sticks, tin cans, and 
bottles,” which, according to one reporter, they “cherished as objects of 
much value” (Chicago Tribune 1894d, 11). The grounds were rife with these 
“relic fiends,” and the remaining Columbian Guards—the private security 
force of the fair—could not do much to stop them.
 Yet another group of citizens was concerned with permanently me-
morializing the fair in Jackson Park for the larger public. Having lived 
alongside this “dream of beauty” for the last year, not all Chicagoans could 
accept it essentially vanishing from the landscape. In November 1893 lo-
cal residents circulated a series of petitions and held meetings with the 
hope that at least the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building could be 
saved (Chicago Tribune 1893d, 2). One such resident suggested that the 
buildings should be preserved in situ and covered in ivy to conceal their 
condition because “they would make fine ruins” (Chicago Tribune 1893c, 
13). Some Chicagoans wished to set stone tablets or allegorical statuary at 
the site of each building to visually memorialize the fair (Chicago Tribune 
1895c, 32). In a newspaper editorial, an anonymous author pleaded with 
the leadership of the South Park Commission, who had ultimate control 
of Jackson Park: “Don’t tear down those majestic edifices that make the 
magical White City an enchanted realm. . . . Let time’s fingers alone touch 
them” (Chicago Tribune 1893a, 16).
 Despite all these desires, the South Park Commission went ahead with 
the original plan to take down the remaining structures and began seek-
ing bids from private businesses for their removal. The Exposition Com-
pany turned over the twenty-seven main fair buildings, Daniel Chester 
French’s Statue of the Republic, and a variety of bridges, bandstands, piers, 
lampposts, and other smaller features as well as their anticipated profits 
from sales of scrap to the South Park Commission. It would no longer 
be liable for any damage to Jackson Park, ending its oversight and spatial 
administration of the fair (Gregerson 1996, 273).
 The questions of eradication, preservation, memorialization, or com-
mercialization became moot when a series of fires destroyed the mass of 
remaining structures from the fair. Beginning on January 8, 1894, massive 
fires plagued the former fair site. The January conflagration claimed the 
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Peristyle, Music Hall, and Casino, and damaged several other buildings. 
On February 7, 1894, another fire destroyed the Agricultural Building. 
Labor unrest, of the same social currents as the 1892 Homestead and 1894 
Pullman strikes and stemming from the economic depression of 1893–94, 
may have spurred arsonists to set fire to further structures on July 5, 1894. 
By the time the flames were extinguished on July 6, the fair’s Terminal 
Station, Administration Building, Mines and Mining Building, Electricity 
Building, Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building, Agricultural Building, 
and Machinery Hall were gone, and many of the other buildings severely 
damaged (Chicago Tribune 1894e, 7). Upward of ten thousand tourists 
flocked to Jackson Park to watch these fires, showing the pervasiveness of 
the touristic impulse even at the end the fair’s lifecycle (Chicago Tribune 
1894e, 7). Soon not even those in precarious straits, or hunting souvenirs, 
or taking final inspiration from the ruins could roam the White City. It 
was gone.

Astor Street, 1892

James and Helen Charnley, along with their eighteen-year-old son, Doug-
las, finally moved into their new home at 99 Astor Street in Chicago’s bur-
geoning Gold Coast neighborhood. Although they had moved frequently 
in the last few years, only a decade earlier the family lived in an ornate 
Queen Anne–style house mere blocks from this new home. Designed in 
1882 by Burnham and Root—the same men and firm who would eventu-
ally oversee the architectural program of the World’s Columbian Exposi-
tion—their previous Gold Coast house once contained a larger number of 
Charnleys. In the winter of 1883, daughters Bettie and Helen, ages four and 
six, died from diphtheria and the family moved away. Now the Charnleys 
returned to the Gold Coast, in a new home designed by architects Louis 
Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright—both of them hard at work on designs 
for the upcoming Chicago World’s Fair.
 Their new house did not look like any others. With an austere façade 
assembled from courses of yellow Roman brick over a gray ashlar lime-
stone base and with little ornament save a small, wooden loggia and a 
copper cornice, the home was smaller and simpler than those that sur-
rounded it. Inside, it was even more starkly different from comparable, 
Victorian residences—more modern, in the words of Wright, who apoc-
ryphally characterized the Charnley’s Astor Street home as “the world’s 
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first modern house.” Entering the home, one proceeded through an inti-
mate vestibule to an open hall bordered by a mosaic fireplace of curving 
geometric shapes in shades of cream, red, yellow, and blue. Demarcated 
only by wooden arches, the first floor’s open plan had no doors to shut 
off one room from the next; accordingly, each room flowed into the next. 
Bathed in light from an atrium and skylight of a type typically found in 
commercial architecture, the cream-colored interior walls of the house 
were quite plain. This simplicity was opposed to the current vogue for 
elaborately decorated interior surfaces that produced small, dark rooms 
filled with a startling amount of highly patterned and overstuffed furni-
ture and mass-produced bric-a-brac. So, too, was the scale of the Charn-
leys’ new home different than the other homes in the vicinity. The en-
tire Charnley House could fit within the art gallery of Potter and Bertha 
Palmer’s nearby mansion, with room to spare (Chicago Tribune 1893f, 1; 
and Bluestone 2004, 41).
 As for the Charnleys, little is known about how they lived in their new, 
modern home. Did the intricacies of their daily lives take different pat-
terns than in their previous traditional, Victorian-style home? While liv-
ing on Astor Street, did the Charnleys take a boat or train to visit the 
World’s Fair—as did most Chicagoans in 1893—a trip spanning just ten 
short miles from their home? Or did they follow the fair via newspapers, 
magazines, or gossip for the six months that it dominated the headlines? 
Did they change their consumption choices and habits based on the new 
ideas and products presented there? Nine years after the fair, and after 
being rocked by family scandal and concerns about James’s ill health, the 
Charnleys left Astor Street in 1902 for warmer climes. What else, if any-
thing, did they leave behind?

Approaching Modernity at the Center of the World

The White City. The Magic City (Buel 1894). The Enchanted City (Burnett 
1895:166). A City of Realized Dreams (Catholic World 1893, 566). The City 
of Palaces (Conkey 1894). The Phantom City (Jenks 1893, 221). The Dream 
City (Ives 1893). The Vanishing City (Schoch 1893, 5). These are some of the 
many evocative names for the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition—ones 
that hint at the feelings they generated in the populace. Between May and 
October 1893, Chicago’s Jackson Park hosted an American fair even larger 
than the massive 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exposition. Located seven 
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miles south of Chicago’s Loop, Jackson Park was “the center of the world” 
when approximately 12 to 16 million individual sightseers visited and re-
visited the area to experience the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, 
ostensibly a celebration of the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s 
voyage to the New World. At a time when the total U.S. population was 
approximately 63 million, over 27 million tickets were sold to the event. 
The fairscape presented an encyclopedic display of raw materials, manu-
factured goods, new inventions, fine arts, entertainments, foods, native 
people, and ancient and modern architecture, all held in this temporary 
“city” that was designed to be demolished at the fair’s end. Nineteenth-
century world’s fairs as cultural forms emerged from the social currents of 
industrial capitalism, where a customer base of millions might be reached 
to consume the goods and ideas on display, each event characterized as a 
veritable “clearing-house of civilization” (Palmer 1893, 5). In the same way 
that the modern, unornamented façade of the Charnley House drew at-
tention and made it a unique sight on Chicago’s Gold Coast, the transfor-
mative potential of new forms and technologies for daily life drew much 
of the tourist gaze at the Chicago fair. Still, after millions of visitors had 
experienced the promises and contradictions of a new modern age on 
display at the fair, and as the fairground was dismantled through design 
and by arson, people like the Charnleys were left wondering what this 
future would mean for them.
 The 1893 World’s Fair is often cited as a watershed moment in the de-
velopment of modern, industrial American society and invites further 
investigation to understand the myriad social and cultural processes still 
part of American urban experiences today. Henry Adams famously said 
of the fair: “Chicago asked in 1893 for the first time the question whether 
the American people knew where they were driving” (Adams 1907: 299). 
Yet in 1929, nearly thirty-five years after the World’s Columbian Exposi-
tion shut its doors and as the Charnley House was being altered with 
an addition, Robert Staughton Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd noted in 
their classic sociological study of cultural change on “Middletown” (their 
pseudonym for an “typical” small American city, now known to be Mun-
cie, Indiana) that “it is not uncommon to observe 1890 and 1924 habits 
jostling along side by side in a family with primitive back-yard water or 
sewage habits, yet using an automobile, electric washer, electric iron, and 
vacuum cleaner” (Lynd and Lynd [1929] 1956, 97–98). In analyzing the 
ways that the white (they deliberately did not consider African American 


