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The Chicago region has long been one of the largest producers and consumers of stone resources 

in the United States. Throughout the nineteenth century, locally quarried Silurian dolomite was 

used to produce lime, crushed stone, and building stone. “Athens Marble,” quarried near Lemont 

and Joliet, was one of the most valued building stones in the Midwest, and numerous large 

structures in the area were constructed from it. Even though local Silurian rocks supplied most of 

the area’s needs for stone materials, many of these products were shipped across the region. 

Lime, primarily from Silurian rocks in Wisconsin, was imported into Chicago and, as more 

decorative building stone came onto the market in the late 1800s, limestone from Indiana and 

midwestern granite and sandstone were used commonly in showcase structures. To a large extent, 

this successful stone import/export was due to Chicago’s role as a national transportation center, 

first with early shipping on Lake Michigan, followed by the opening of the Illinois and Michigan 

Canal (1848), the beginnings of an extensive railroad network (1850s), and the opening of the 

Sanitary and Ship Canal (1900). 

Lime and building stone became less important in the Chicago market in the late 1800s. Although 

many building stone quarries closed at this time, new uses generated an even greater demand for 

stone. Specifically, demand for crushed stone expanded dramatically, as Portland cement 

revolutionized the construction industry. Crushed stone, used primarily for macadam roads, 

experienced slow but steady growth from the 1850s onward. After 1900, its use as aggregate in 

concrete created an enormous new demand. Silurian rocks of the Chicago area were especially 

well suited to produce this material. This thriving market changed little until the end of the 

twentieth century, when surface resources at many local quarries were depleted. 

As urban expansion covered undeveloped quarry sites, underground mining became economically 

feasible in the region. These new operations target deeply buried Ordovician dolomite, which is 

rather uniform across the area. These sites differ only in amount and composition of overburden. 

In order to avoid new land purchase and zoning issues, companies prefer siting these new mines 

at depleted quarries and gravel pits. Surprisingly, underground mining has not focused on nearsurface 

Silurian rocks, even though they comprise extensive reserves. 

Eventually, shipping on the Great Lakes, which brought the first stone to Chicago, may return as 

a future source of stone. 


