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The Naperville Riverwalk:
Maintaining a Jewel

by Heather Prince

In i 198 1 a hardy band of civie leaders and volunteers
decided to create the first link in a chain of parkland that
stretches 1.75 miles along the banks of the West Branch of
the DuPage River through downtown Naperville. From that
first effort, generations of residents and visitors have flocked
to enjoy the green spaces by the burbling waters of the river.
As the 50th anniversary of that initial effort approaches, plans
are laid to add more strands to this vibrant ribbon of green-
way that threads through this busy modern suburb.

A History with Deep Roots

Since its founding in 1831, Naperville has had an intimate
relationship with the river. Joe Naper was drawn to the area
for its fertile prairie soils and easy access to water. Grist mills

and sawmills dotted the DuPage River allowing the farmers
to grind their grain and process lumber for building materials.
Quarries sprung up on either bank as limestone was mined for
construction. From cattle watering on its banks to cars being
washed, the river watched the town grow from a sleepy farm-
ing community to a bustling suburb. In the 19303, in celebra-
tion of its centennial, the city further channelized the river and
created park spaces from the abandoned quarries. City lead-
ers contributed funds to purchase land and worked with the
Works Progress Administration (WPA) to build Centennial
Beach and it swiftly became a beloved watering hole for
families. Quarried stone walls held the river waters and paths
sprung up for residents to stroll.
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g 3 WL ; By 1981, the riverfront was again in the spotlight as a place
to mark Naperville’s Sesquicentennial. The City of Naperville
donated publicly owned riverfront property and volunteers
along with community leaders and business owners raised the
rest of the funds for the initial two-block section between Main
Street and Eagle Street. Rick Hitchcock, now retired founder
of Hitchcock Design Group and Naperville resident was tapped
to design it. “Chuck George, a local architect who had worked
extensively with the Riverwalk Chairman and was familiar with
the San Antonio Riverwalk, was selected to design the first and
second phases of the Riverwalk,” remembered Hitchcock. “In
1980, when I started my business, I asked Chuck if I could par-
ticipate. After I was introduced to the Riverwalk Chairman, Jim
Moser, I was selected to be the landscape architect and I prepared
the planting plans that accompanied Chuck’s architectural plans.”
Hitchcock became deeply involved, serving as long range master
planner, Riverwalk consultant, Riverwalk Commissioner, and
Riverwalk Chairman. Today, he is an active volunteer collaborat-
ing with Commission members on planning, design, marketing,
and funding. Since the initial park, pieces of Riverwalk have been
developed bit by bit, and now encompassing about 100 acres of
riverfront park. It has won many awards over the years, including
recognition from ILCA.

(continued on page 34)
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Working with Water

The Naperville Park Distriet manages
the Riverwalk properties. Beyond the
perennial challenge of finding and keep-

“ing labor, one of the biggest difficul-
ties is working with the ever-changing .
river. Water levels seasonally shift from
deepest flooding to dry enough you can
‘almost walk across the riverbed. There
have been a number of constructed- proj-
ects with rock and cement walls to keep
erosion at bay:

“What folks nught not reahze is the
degree of slope on the banks,” observed
Peggy Motta, Pro;ect Manager PLA of
the Naperville Park District, “The slopes
are so steep you can’t get equipment -
in to do tree removals or grind stumps.
We've gradually been removing inva-
sives like buckthorn and honeysuckle

Swamp White Oak .,

(1 year after transplant)
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by hand. We’ve gone in and replanted here and there
with natives and that’s been working until the river
floods and washes away the new plants. Depending
on the section, we’ll have trees just perched on the
edge of the water. It’s part of dealing with a river.”
The Park District is also always battling weeds.
Whenever the river slips over the banks, it deposits
a fresh load of weed seed. Winter brings new chal-
lenges, especially with ice. The lower sidewalks are
only three feet wide and are closed in winter as it is
too-difficult to get equipment in to keep them free of
snow and ice. The upper walkways and bridges are
cleared and enjoyed in every season.

‘Maintaining the Aesthetic
The Riverwalk is aesthetically tied together by
signature paver paths and shepherd-crook lighting
dotted with ipe wood and iron benches. Plazas and
an amphitheater that seats up to 100 are connected
with the distinctive wavy pavers on upper and lower

(continued on page 38)

36 The Landscape Contractor
February 2023



(continued from page 36)
pathways. “We have a stockpile,” com-
mented Tom Stibbe, Park Operations
Manager for the Naperville Park District.
“There are two fundamental elements
that are part of the Naperville Riverwalk
signature look that are no longer being
made. The pavers and the lights.”
Fortunately, the town used the distinc-
tive lampposts throughout the downtown
area. As times have changed, the Park
District has snapped up any discarded
lights. “We’ve salvaged most of the
downtown lights and stored them with
the Park District. When one goes down,
we cannibalize the parts from our stash.
But one of these days, we will likely
have to bite the bullet and figure out
how to replace them or have them cus-
tom made.”

Working in a public garden space

i
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that is always open makes caring for it
sometimes tricky. “We’re charged with
everything that involves the mainte-
nance on the riverwalk from the plants
to the hardscapes,” said Stibbe. “The
biggest challenge to maintenance is
working around the people who use the
Riverwalk. You have to try and keep
things open and make sure people can

still get around without blocking things.

”

It’s a balance between usage and safety.

Planting the Park

Initially, the plant palette was
extremely ornamental. The first park
section was dedicated in September
1981 and Rick Hitchcock remembered,
“everything at the time was intentionally
very ornamental. It was also installed
completely out of season.” Being the
new centerpiece of downtown, the

Outdoor Living
Space Made

by Nature.

Palycor is your trusted natural stone supplier of limestone,
granites and marble for all your residential and commercial projects.

We specialize in pavers, garden walls, wall caps; stair treads,
window sills, veneers, and outdoor elements.
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Chairman wanted a showy, ornamental
landscape that looked like it had been
there for years. “We installed large trees
for instant impact. They are still there
for the most part,” said Hitchcock. “We-
planted linden, honeylocust, ash, some
Auwstrian pine, and thornless cockspur
hawthorns. The ashes and pines are
gone, of course, but the rest have devel-
oped into a lasting canopy.” Seasonal
plantings have brought splashes of color
to the core areas from the beginning.
“The chairman insisted on having some

-flowers for the opening day and we start-
ed that discussion back around Memorial

Day for the September opening ceremo-
ny,” recalled Hitchcock. “We decided

to use garden mums, but how were we
going to get mums that were blooming at
the right time? We flew to

(continued on page 40)




(continued from page 38)

Holland, Michigan, and basically hand
selected hundreds maybe thousands of
chrysanthemums and they were jammed
in shoulder to shoulder for the grand
opening. It was spectacular and really
captivated the community.”

The plant palette has evolved as time
has gone on and more sections of the
Riverwalk have been developed. “Since
there was and still is nothing ‘natural’
about the original downtown segment
of the Riverwalk, and because it was
planted completely out of season, we
simply didn’t consider the use of native
plant material,” commented Hitchcock.
“To be sure, as we moved farther up
and downstream from downtown, we )
employed a more natural style using
more, but not exclusively, native materi-
als. Fortunately, the public appreciates
and even expects a more natural style
today than it did in the 1980s.” The Park
District strives to balance the desire for

(continued on page 42)
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(continued from page 40)

showy garden spaces with increased
demand for plants that support pollina-
tors and wildlife. The core is maintained
with a mix of long-blooming perennials,
annuals, flowering shrubs, and ornamental
trees. The Park District has partnered with
The Conservation Foundation on some
projects away from the core to stabilize
shorelines with native plants and mitigate
flow rates of the river by creating riffles
and pools.

The Riverwalk landscapes also evolve
from highly manicured at the core to
looser and more naturalistic as you move
(continued on page 44)
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(continued from page 42)
outwards. “Well, I think that as a park district, we’re
here to provide recreation, right?” commented Motta.
“So, within every park we try to provide different
kinds of recreation. You have active kids and active
people who like turf grass because they want to run,
play football, and toss a frisbee. But they’re also
those kids who want to walk through natural areas;
who want to go look at the flowers and find the but-
terflies. I think that the riverwalk provides both of
those opportunities between the open spaces-and the
sections that are like walking through the woods.”
From first inspiration to future planning, the
Riverwalk has become the jewel of downtown
Naperville. You’ll find residents and visitors strolling
its charming paver paths under the shepherd-crook .
lamps every day of the year watching the ever-chang-
ing water. It is an excellent example of long-term
planning for green space in a very built environment
that is aesthetically knit together with thoughtful ele-
ments. The Riverwalk remains a leafy respite that has
become only more beloved with time. %
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