
 

Taking a Stand in History! 
If any of these  TOPIC IDEAS look interesting, “search it up” to learn more, and follow class instructions to determine if 

it’s the right topic for you.  

 

Political and Military  Stands in Chicago 
 

Abraham Lincoln’s decision to resupply Ft. Sumter - Lincoln took office in March of 1961, and was left with an 

impossible political decision. Supplying the island would either show weakness to the south, or spark armed 

conflict. Lincoln’s decision would define the course of American history for the next 15 years.  

 

Governor Edward Coles & anti-Slavery movement - Illinois’ 2nd governor was one of the anti-slavery 

movement’s heroes. In addition to freeing his own slaves, he made Illinois a free state and personally 

encourage James Madison and Thomas Jefferson to free their own.  

 
Admiral Dan Gallery - A decorated Admiral of the navy, he took two glorious  stands; one vs. Germans in 

World War II, where he was instrumental in capturing the U-505 sub now on display at the Museum of Science 

and Industry. The second was against Military cutbacks which diminished budgets for the Navy, Army, etc. This 

was called the “Revolt of the Admirals.”  

 

Edward “Easy Eddie” O’Hare - One of Al Capone’s associates who turned against him, essentially resulting in 

his arrest. O’Hare was eventually gunned down, but his son, Butch, would be inspired by his stand and become 

a WWII Naval hero - the first “Flying Ace” and Medal of Honor recipient in the Navy.  

 

1860 Republican National Convention - Republicans nominated Abraham Lincoln for President - a bold move 

which threatened the republic and was considered aggressively abolitionist.  

 

1968 Democratic National Convention - A complex convention where various stands took place - civil rights, 

anti-war, anti-establishment… it was all here in Chicago at perhaps the most violent and dramatic political 

convention in American history. The Chicago 7 trial took place after the riots which surrounded the 

convention. 
 

William Ogden - Chicago’s first Mayor and promoter of growth through canals and rails. Took a stand against 

the pessimism and reluctance of investors to build Chicago into the financial empire it is.  

 

Harold Washington’s leadership as Mayor - Not only was Washington Chicago’s first black mayor, his 

leadership brought together different ethnic groups and broke the establishment which ran Chicago for 

decades prior to his election.  

 

Black Hawk’s War - The Sauk tribe leader lead his band of natives back into Illinois to take a stand for the land 

they believed was theirs. A bloody conflict and war ensues.  

  



 

 

Teddy Roosevelt’s Stand at the 1912 Republican National Convention - Teddy had already been President, 

but term limits were not in place yet. Frustrated with President Taft, Teddy took a stand and challenged him at 

the convention and actually had more votes. Frustrated with his unfair loss, he continued to run as the “Bull 

Moose” or Progressive Party Candidate.  

 

1864 Copperhead Riot of Charleston - Copperheads were anti-war Northerners who wanted to end the Civil 

War and peace with Confederates. A skirmish between Union soldiers and these Copperheads resulted in 9 

people being killed and another dozen being injured.  

 

1969 Days of Rage - Liberal/Anarchist groups protesting various events became violent over the course of 3 

days in Chicago, costing the city hundreds of thousands of dollars in damage and resulting in the arrest of 

almost 300 protesters.  

 

Ft. Deaborn Massacre - Native Americans had grown tired of settlers taking their land and customs from 

them, so they attacked Chicago area residents and killed over 100 of them. You can interpret this stand from 

the perspective of Native Americans or how the Americans responded with force against the Natives to 

protect their citizens and Chicago.  

 

Lager Beer Riots - When the city passed laws which harmed immigrants, protesters and police clashed. The 

result was a new political force and Mayor which changed laws based on these stands.  

 

Milton Olive - Vietnam veteran who died in combat at 18 years old when he fell on a grenade, sacrificing his 

life for his fellow soldiers. Received the Medal of Honor, the first black recipient at Vietnam.  

 

Allan Pinkerton’s Detective Agency - Foiled an early assassination attempt on Abraham Lincoln, and would 

eventually develop an agency critical in the late 1800-era labor rights movement.  

 

Standing against Racism in Chicago 
 

Abraham Lincoln’s push to abolish slavery - Slavery is the central issue of the civil war and the politics for 

generations before and after it. While Lincoln wasn’t always a major abolitionist, his election and actions as 

President lead to the institution’s demise.  

 

1963 Chicago School Boycott - African Americans grew tired of decisions which harmed the education of black 

children in Chicago. Protests and political action lead to improved conditions for minority children in Chicago.  

 

1963 Loyola Men’s Basketball Team - Four of the starting five players were black, a first for the National 

Champions. During their season, they challenged a “Gentlemen’s agreement” in which universities agreed to 

only play 1 or 2 blacks players at a time. This run included a secretive “Game of Chance” played in segregated 

Mississippi.  

 

  



 

1919 Race Riot - When a black boy was killed by a group of white men, racial tensions between 

African-Americans and south side Irish residents exploded into a week-long riot killing 38 and injuring 500.  

 

Fred Hampton - Began the Illinois Black Panther Party and spoke out against racism in Chicago. Was brutally 

killed at the age of 21, but had already contributed to the civil rights movement in Chicago and is considered 

its leader. 

 

CORE & the Chicago Freedom Movement - Various people and events tried to extend equal rights to all 

people in Chicago during the 1940’s, 50’s, and 60’s. 

 

Underground Railroad - Northerners across the nation took a stand against slavery and opened “stations” on 

the underground railroad, a secret passage between the homes of anti-slavery supporters. Many of these are 

located in DuPage County, including the Blodgett home in Downers Grove and Graue Mill in Oak Brook.  

 

Division Street Riots - After a man is shot at the Puerto Rican Parade, a brawl ensues and riots happen for the 

next week. This was during a time of great national tension between racial groups and police departments.  

 

Dr. King Marches in Chicago;  

Whitney Young - National Urban League;  

Fight vs. Sunset Towns;  

Redlining and Race-based Housing Laws - These, and many other people and events, all sought to end the 

multi-faceted racism which existed in Illinois and Chicago. . 

 

 

Standing for Women’s and Worker’s Rights in Chicago 
 

Mother Jones - The quintessential Chicago story. Jones moved from Ireland during the potato famine, then all 

of her children died of yellow fever. Her business was destroyed in the Great Fire of 1871. She was against 

woman’s suffrage.  Jones then dedicated her life to support labor unions and became known as “the most 

dangerous woman in the world.” Also lead a children’s march from Pennsylvania to New York in an effort to 

improve child labor laws. 

 

Albert and Lucy Parsons - Albert was a controversial but notable Chicagoan known for his efforts to create an 

8 hour work day and defend the rights of workers during the 1870s and 1880s. Was eventually hanged for 

conspiring to create a riot at Haymarket. His wife Lucy was also notable for her efforts in the labor movement 

as well as women’s suffrage.  

 

Pullman Strike - Workers for the train company went on strike in 1884, halting train traffic in much of the 

United States. This is considered a monumental strike in the fight for workers’ rights in Illinois and Chicago.  

 

Pullman Sleeping Car Porters - Black porters, or workers on trains, were treated badly for a long time. They 

finally stood up for their rights and created one of the first African-American labor unions in the nation as they 

earned better wages and working conditions.  

  



 

 

Haymarket Affair - An incredibly complex story of anarchy, public hangings, and a bombing; it all resulted in 

major accomplishments for the labor movement in their efforts to earn fair wages and a 40 hour workweek. 

One of Chicago’s most notable stands.  

 

Lottie O’Neill - Illinois’ first female representative in the Illinois General Assembly. O’Neill Middle School is 

named after her; she’s buried in Downers Grove.  

 

Little Steel Strike/Memorial Day Massacre - 10 protesters are killed by police as a halt to steel production 

causes increasing tension.  

 

Infant Welfare Society/Chicago Milk Commission - Unpasteurized or spoiled milk lead to high infant mortality 

rates. The CMC organized to educate and assist mothers in keeping their babies from dying.  

 

The Jungle  by Upton Sinclair - Fiction book about the life of immigrants working in a Chicago meat processing 

plant. While not entirely true, readers were alarmed at the conditions and demanded the government make 

changes.  

 

Frances Willard & the Suffragist movement in Chicago;  
Chicago Women’s Trade Union & fight for fair workplace;  

Jane Addams & Hull House aid for the poor and immigrants;  

Jane Addams & Strike on City Hall; 

Wells, Livermore, Willard, McCullough, Grace Wilbur Trout, Julia Lathrop; 

Florence Kelley as a champion for women and child labor rights - to varying degrees, these groups fought the 

businesses, government, and status quo of Chicago during the late 1800’s and early 1900’s in an effort to bring 

sensible laws and equality to Chicagoans.  

 

 

Other notable  Stands by Chicagoans 
 

George “Cap” Streeter - Fought the city for nearly 30 years over a claim of land where the Hancock Building 

and Navy Pier now stand. Famously defended his land in court and with weapons while the city tried to take it 

from him and his “undesirables.”  

 

Montgomery Ward - Famous and wealthy because of his mail-order company, Ward used his resources to 

protect the lakefront of Chicago from development, helping it stay “forever open, clear, and free” of obstacles.  

 

Potter Palmer - When the Great Fire destroyed Chicago, Palmer borrowed almost $2 million to drain 

swampland and rebuild Chicago.  

 

Friends of the Chicago River - Once a literal dumpster for trash and waste from factories and the city, this 

group fought to get the river cleaned up and able to be used by humans again.  

 

  



 

UIC vs. Little Italy - Mayor Daley wanted to place the new University in the middle of the vibrant Italian 

community. Despite protests & stands by the community, UIC was built in its current location.  

 

Society for Human Rights - A long list of groups and individuals sought to protect the rights of gay men and 

women in Chicago throughout the 1900’s. In fact, the first US gay rights group - the Society for Human Rights - 

was established in Chicago in 1924 

 

Saul Alinsky/Temporary Woodlawn Organization vs. University of Chicago - When the school wanted to 

expand into the mostly black Woodlawn neighborhood, Alinsky took a stand to create TWO and defend the 

community from losing their homes.  

 

Indian Creek Massacre - Native Americans attack and kill settlers near LaSalle who they believed were robbing 

them of resources. This lead to increased conflict between the frontier forts and Native Americans. 

 

Joseph Medill - Twice stood for something profound - once as publisher of the Chicago Tribune  in supporting 

Lincoln and anti-slavery. Again as Mayor and reformer of Chicago in the years after the Great Fire.  

 

Anton Cermak - Was elected Mayor in the 1930’s and fought Al Capone. Brought together a coalition of 

immigrant groups who had long been ignored. Famous for his quote “It’s true I didn’t come over on the 

Mayflower, but I came over as soon as I could.” Was assassinated in a failed attempt to shoot FDR. 

 

John Dewey and Progressive Education - As more children attended schools, Dewey took a stand for children 

to create a hands on learning environment in which students learned through projects and play. Dewey had a 

profound impact on education and many of his ideas are still around today.  

 

Montgomery Ward vs. Caveat Emptor  - The concept of “buyer beware” places the burden of buying safe and 

reliable goods on the consumer. Ward expanded his successful mail-order business to anywhere with a post 

office, bringing the marketplace and choices of a large city to the most rural towns.  

 

Statesville Prison Malaria Experiments - During WWII, the Army conducted experiments on prisoners as they 

sought a cure for Malaria. While nobody protested during the testing, people in later years found the testing 

to be a horrible violation of human rights.  

 

McCormick and the First Amendment - Colonel Robert McCormick was famous for many things, but most 

important is his dedication of the press reporting the news. His legacy is the Chicago Tribune, WGN, and the 

McCormick Foundation, an organization which educates students about the First Amendment.  

Chicago 7 

 

Another long list is available here: http://www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/pages/700005.html?entryA 

And here: http://www.chicagohistoryfair.org/history-fair/history-fair-topics/nhd-theme-topic-ideas.html  

You’ll have to “search up” many of these ideas, but this is another resources to browse from.  

See: http://www.chicagohistoryfair.org/history-fair/history-fair-topics/find-topics.html for more guidance on 

finding and choosing a topic.  
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