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Thank you for your support! 
 
In 2019, Friends of Big Marsh and the Chicago Park
District have worked tirelessly to increase park usage as
we prepare for the opening of the Ford Calumet
Environmental Center. Through week-long eco-bike
daycamps, bird walks, and the After School Matters-
sponored Big Marsh Bike Ambassadors at Trumbull Park,
young people learned to love nature and cycling on the
Southeast Side. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Friends,

Program participants *
45.1%

Field Trips
39.5%

Bike racers
7.8%

Volunteers
7.6%

P A R T I C I P A N T S  I N  B I G  M A R S H
P R O G R A M M I N G

1,192 - Field Trips
1,277 - Program Participants 
220  -  Bike Racers
216  -   Volunteers

2,832

"Big Marsh is amazing. Taking a ride throughout

the park is fascinating. From the different bike and

walking trails, to the bike jumps... as well as the

animal/human crafted work seen in the trails. I have

brought my family and friends a couple of times to

Big Marsh and they love it."-Aitanna Gonzalez, Big

Marsh Bike Ambassador at Trumbull Park, 2019

*includes After School Matters, Night out in the Parks, Eco-bike

camp, Movies in the Parks, and Bio-Blitz

Project Coordinator, Chental Handy, (second from Left) brought Bike
Ambassadors from Trumbull Park to meet with 10th ward
Alderwoman, Sue Sadlowski Garza.



Executive Director, Paul Fitzgerald (6th from left), joined Board Members Jamal Julien (7th from left), David Peterson (far right), and the Common Ground

Foundation for "Randolph's Dream in Motion", a tour of Big Marsh, Pullman, and Roseland with Slow Roll Chicago in September. 

FRIENDS OF BIG MARSH: FROM

CAMPAIGN TO ORGANIZATION
Friends of Big Marsh was formed in 2015 to fundraise

and plan for the opening of a bike park at Big Marsh.

After the park opened, though, it became apparent

that the collaboration with the Chicago Park District,

neighborhood residents, bike-industry professionals,

birders, nature lovers, and corporate sponsors was

just beginning. 

"Friends..." is now led by Executive Director, Paul

Fitzgerald and Project Coordinator, Chental Handy.

Along with an engaged Board of Directors, Chental

and Paul work to build opportunities for neighbors,

develop new park amenities, and work for the best

of the Calumet.

Our relationship with the park district has evolved.

Logan Beyhl, resident wizard of trail-maintenance

was able to move from "Friends..." to the Park

District. This allows for a closer relationship between

the "bike park" and the restoration work of the

incredible Natural Areas Crew. Dr. Lauren Umek (AKA

Dr. Dirt), Center Director Stephen Bell, and Assistant

Director of Landscape, Matt Freer have also been

instrumental in moving forward the incredible work

of the Chicago Park District at Big Marsh. 

 

Big Marsh Bike Ambassadors debuted at

Trumbull Park through a partnership with After

School Matters.

Over six weeks, a group of 15 teens joined

Chental on more than 85 miles of bicycle

commuting and community mapping. 

Night Out in the Parks was a party all summer!

The 13-week Summer #BikeBBQ brought 605

participants to enjoy DJs, youth choirs, and

dance performances while exploring the park

on bikes.

2020 Construction preperation

"Friends..." brought some of the top trail-

builders in the country to Chicago to plan

construction for phase 2 and an expanded

single track. 

"Friends..." secured funding for regional trails

to connect to Big Marsh, with Calumet

Connector moving forward into a feasability

study.

Big Marsh Park designer, Joel Baldin, at

Hitchcock Design Group brought back under

contract to create new construction plans for

upcoming bike features. 

2019 Highlights

 



2020 WILL BRING BIG MARSH TO THE NEXT LEVEL

Big Marsh Park was officially opened to the

public in November, 2016 with the help of

an $8.8MM investment from a network of

private and public funders. Phase 1 has

been fun: a time of BMX jumps, BBQs, and

big plans. 2020, though, will bring the

grand opening of the Ford Calumet

Environmental Center! This 10,000 square

foot nature center will act as a welcoming

space to guests from near and far, and

there are plans for bike rental, concessions,

educational exhibits. 

 

The Chicago Park District has created

access for guests on the north side of the

park. Nearly 3.5 miles of multi-use trails

are planned to be added for the enjoyment

of joggers, walkers, and bird watchers. 

VELOSOLUTIONS PUMP PARK AT BIG

MARSH TO BE BUILT IN 2020!

Friends of Big Marsh will build two

huge asphalt pump tracks, just outside

the Ford Center! 

At an estimated 33,905 square feet,

these pump tracks will introduce

beginners to the techniques needed to

progress, and keep experts busy with

more advanced lines.

Rendering of Ford Calumet Environmental Center Courtesy of VDT

Proposed Big Marsh full-park plan,, Courtesy of Chicago Park District



YOUR SUPPORT IS TRANSFORMATIVE
In 2019, Friends of Big Marsh was awarded a

generous challenge grant of $500,000 from an

anonymous donor. This $500,000 is a dollar for

dollar match of all donations and will go directly

into the building of new bike park infrastructure at

Big Marsh Park! Friends of Big Marsh is thankful for

all of the support which we continue to receive. 

 

Friends of Big Marsh has begun working with Rock

Solid Trailbuilding to design the "Big Hill"

immediately south of the existing BMX jump lines.

We look forward to creating features which speak

to a variety of cycling disciplines.

 

This second phase of park development will

feature 4 mountain bike trails from a height of 50'

as well as a return trail built to be incorporated

into future cyclocross tracks. 

 

 

 

Friends of Big Marsh and the Park District have

learned a lot about managing water since opening

the park in 2016. This year, the Park District and

FoBM maintanence staff were able to keep features

open, but it was at the expense of an immediate

expansion of single track trails. Our initial pump

track seemed an ideal design, but a better

understanding of water retention in the park has

proven the need for an asphalt track to welcome

guests from the Ford Center deeper into the park. 

 

The difference between a good bike park and a

great bike park will be in the flow of the design, the

progression of the features, and, of course, in the

most exciting trails. By donating to Friends of Big

Marsh, you help us to build the bike park that

will inspire the next generation of champion

cyclists, right on the south side of Chicago. 



Programming
78.1%

Park Development
13.2%

Fundraising
5.2%

Administrative
3.5%

FINANCIAL
OVERVIEW

2019 has been a year of education, planning, and community

engagement, but 2020 will be a year of building incredible park

infrastructure while growing an audience in the community, and

througout the region. To be as successful as we plan, FoBM needs

to raise $150K (100% of which will be matched in full) before the

end of 2019. This funding will allow FoBM to build the Velosolutions

Pump Track, expand the Big Marsh Bike Ambassadors program into

Hegewisch's Mann Park, serve to expand the single track path on the

east side of the park, and move the "Big Hill" project from visioning to

planning, fundraising, and construction. To donate or volunteer,

please email Paul@bigmarsh.org!

 

FoBM has proven itself to be an organization that can do a lot, and

hold a budget. In the first 10 months of 2019, FoBM has spent less than

9% on administration and fundraising. This has allowed us to work

directly on the mission of the organization: to support the work of the

Chicago Park District through bike park development and community

engagement. In 2020, we anticipate that park construction and

programming will change positions in the pie chart, but that will speak

directly to the new features cyclists will be able to enjoy at the park. 

HOW DID FOBM SPEND ITS

MONEY IN 2019?*

Programming           $172,153

Park Development      $29,111

Fundraising                 $11,551

Administration            $7,658

 
*Estimate based on YTD actuals 1/1/19-11/15/19



 

Big Marsh is more than a 297-acre nature oasis and bike park. It is

becoming the central hub in eco-recreation and historic tourism in the

Calumet Region. Working with the Southside Trailblazers network,

Friends of Big Marsh was able to secure $100k in grants from Invest in

Cook and the Ilinois Department of Natural Resources to fund a

feasability study for the "Lake Calumet Connector". This bike path will

take Big Marsh guests across Stony Island and along the north end of

Lake Calumet and into the Pullman National Monument District. 

"Friends..." is not alone in understanding this trail as a priority, The

American Institute of Architects and the National Parks Conservation

Association have just announced that the connection between the

Pullan National Monument and Big Marsh is a priority project in the new

edition of the "Positioning Pullman" planning document. 

 

To the east, we're working to build stronger trail links to Indian Ridge

Marsh, the Torrence Ave SEPA station, and into the William Powers

State Recreation Area. 

 

In the latter half of the 20th Century, the Southeast Side became

associated with the poor behavoir of some industrial actors and the

inspiring movement of environmental justice which sprang up from the

surrounding communities of East Side, Riverdale, Pullman, South

Deering, and Hegewisch to protect the land as well as their own health.

Before that, though, Lake Calumet was known as a place for

communing with nature, for sport, business, or relaxation. Friends of Big

Marsh believes that a return to a love of the outdoors is central to a

Southeast Side which encourages health equity, recreation, and

economic development for all residents. 2020 will provide connections,

new features, and many, many more bike rides. Thank you for making

it possible!

 

 

 

THE HUB OF A SOUTHEAST SIDE
 ECO-RECREATION REVIVAL

P A U L  F I T Z G E R A L D
Executive Director

Bike Ambassadors, Davion and Jaahair,
getting the bike fleet together at Trumbull
Park. 

""Friends..." first TBMT ride mapped an excellent
route to Big Marsh using the Burnham Greenway
and Indian Creek Trail. 

Envision Unlimited celebrated a season of cycling

and exploration with S'mores.
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