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At 76, local Chicago fieldhouse still a hub of activity  
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April 16, 2004  
 
The mammoth fieldhouse at Gage Park on Chicago's Southwest Side is one of the park district's grand dames. The 
park was named for George Gage, a member of the South Park Commission, a precursor to the Chicago Park 
District.  
 
Julia Bachrach, the park district's unofficial historian, said the South Park Commission pioneered the concept of the 
fieldhouse in the early 1900s. But by 1920, the Gage Park community was still pushing for one.  
 
"In 1903, they added ballfields, tennis courts and a sunken garden that had a reflecting pool. In 1918 and 1919 some 
more improvements were made, but it still didn't have a fieldhouse," Bachrach said.  
 
The community kept pressing and eventually submitted petitions to the commission. In 1928, the fieldhouse at 2411 
W. 55th St., was dedicated by the South Park Commission and the Gage Park Improvement Corp., a community 
organization.  
 
The commission budgeted $335,000 for the project, Bachrach said.  
 
Wandering through the fieldhouse is like walking through a rambling Chicago bungalow that never ends. Equipped 
with two gymnasiums, an auditorium, at least two kitchens and a dozen other rooms, the fieldhouse is the largest in 
the park district's Southwest Region, said Judy Molloy, regional spokeswoman for the park district.  
 
Nowadays, the fieldhouse hosts wedding receptions and birthday parties for residents, as well as a longtime archery 
club and dog training club, and a host of park district activities.  
 
"On the weekends it turns into party central," Molloy said.  
 
The fieldhouse also is home to a mural by famed artist Tom Lea.  
 
Bachrach said a South Park Commission member Judge John Barton Payne used his commission salary to establish 
an art fund to help beautify the interiors of the fieldhouses.  
 
While Payne was no longer involved in the commission by the time Lea's mural was painted, the fund was in 
existence for years. "That is why many of our nicest murals are on the South Side," Bachrach said.  
 
Lea, who trained at the School of the Art Institute in Chicago, was a muralist and an illustrator, said Megan Ann 
Jones, special projects officer for The Chicago Conservation Center. He painted the unnamed mural in 1931 on  
canvas. It hangs in fieldhouse's auditorium.  
 
"Most of the murals in Chicago parks are oil on canvas. They take the form of large easel paintings but were (done) 
specifically to be located in these large architectural settings," Jones said.  
 
The mural depicts a group of pioneers, a covered wagon and heavenly spirit pointing the group in a westward 
direction.  
 
Bachrach said many of the original murals were used to educate the area's immigrants about American history. "The 
idea of that mural still relates to this idea of educating immigrants about American history," Bachrach said.  
 
Jones, whose group recently restored Lea's Gage Park mural, said many of the murals of this era have a narrative 
quality to them. "A lot of the murals of these times are trying to work toward this American idiom. They are murals 
in public spaces that really talk to the people who are going to view them," Jones said.  



 
While the mural was restored, the park district has also conducted its share of renovations at the fieldhouse and the 
park itself. Park district officials estimate that since 1989 about $2 million has been spent to renovate the 
fieldhouse's lobby and basement as well as some of the park's athletic fields. 
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