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Chicago Tribune

Chicago-area children’s hospitals are 
seeing dramatic spikes in the numbers 
of children needing hospitalization for 
COVID-19, with most of those kids unvac-
cinated and many younger than 5, doctors 
say.

Children under the age of 5 are not 
yet eligible for COVID-19 vaccines. The 
increase in hospitalizations among chil-
dren comes as Illinois sees record numbers 
of COVID-19 cases.

At Advocate Children’s Hospital, which 
has campuses in Park Ridge and Oak Lawn, 
the number of kids hospitalized because 
of COVID-19 or COVID-19-related issues 
has roughly tripled over the last month, 
to about 25 to 38 kids in the hospital on a 
daily basis, said Dr. Frank Belmonte, the 
hospital’s chief medical officer, during a 
news conference. About one-fourth of 
those children are in the intensive care 
unit, he said.

Lurie Children’s Hospital had about 10 
times as many kids in the hospital with 
COVID-19 over the last two weeks as it 
did in late November, said Dr. Larry Koci-
olek, medical director of infection preven-
tion and control at Lurie. Over the last two 
weeks, Lurie’s hospital cared for 110 kids 
with COVID-19. Most of those children 
were hospitalized specifically for COVID-
19, with 20% to 25% admitted for other 
reasons but also found to have COVID-19.

At University of Chicago Medicine 
Comer Children’s Hospital, the number 
has also roughly tripled since Septem-
ber, to about 20 kids in the hospital with 
COVID-19 on a daily basis, said Dr. Alli-
son Bartlett, a pediatric infectious disease 
specialist at Comer. More than half of 
the kids hospitalized with COVID-19 at 
Comer are there because of illness while 
the others are there for other reasons, but 
happened to also test positive for COVID-
19, she said.

“There continues to be this misconcep-
tion that COVID is always mild in children 
or teens,” said Dr. Nekaiya Jacobs, a pedi-
atric critical care physician at Advocate 
Children’s Hospital. “We’re starting to see 
more kids … suffering from severe compli-
cations.”

Children younger than 5 make up about 
half of the hospitalized children at Advo-
cate, more than half at Lurie, and about 
one-third at Comer.

“For parents of kids who are less than 5, I 
understand that’s incredibly stressful right 
now,” Bartlett said.

Belmonte, with Advocate, said that this 
latest omicron variant seems to be affect-
ing children younger than 5 in a slightly 
different way than past variants, some-
times causing upper respiratory issues 
with croup-like symptoms.

Some of the hospitalized children had no 
risk factors before catching COVID-19, said 
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Oak Lawn High School District 229 Board 
member Robert Cruz said he is disappointed 
his lawsuit opposing Gov. J.B. Pritzker’s 
mask mandates didn’t go anywhere.

Cruz filed the same federal lawsuit twice, 
in August and then again in September, but it 
was dismissed Dec. 14 by U.S. District Judge 
Sharon Johnson Coleman.

The District 229 legal team opposed the 
lawsuit, first filed with Cruz listing himself 
as plaintiff on behalf of the board and later as 
an individual. Had it prevailed, it would have 
given districts the choice to the implement 
a mask mandate.

The governor’s mandate remains in effect 
stating anyone in a public school building age 
2 and older must wear a mask. A Sangamon 
County judge heard arguments this week in 

combined lawsuits from parents opposing 
the mask mandate, but a decision may be a 
month away.

District 229 Superintendent Michael 
Riorden said and the rest of the board are 
glad Cruz lost his suit.

“The Board will discuss next steps regard-
ing Mr. Cruz’s actions at a future Board 
meeting,” Riorden said in an emailed state-
ment.

Riorden said the district hasn’t canceled 
classes, given the surge in COVID-19 cases, 
but he said the district is taking every other 
precaution.

“We are continuing with all of the miti-
gation strategies that have been in place all 
school year, including masking, distanc-
ing, testing, and encouraging vaccinations,” 
he said. “We have not changed our school 
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Jessica Rodrigues was organizing a 
collection of historical documents at the 
Steger-South Chicago Heights Public 
Library when she came across a letter 
detailing a nearly forgotten chapter in the 
history of the former Piano Capital of the 
World.

Rodrigues, head of information 
services at the library in Steger, found 
the letter among sepia-tone photographs 
showing craftsmen laboring with hand 
tools amid half-assembled piano cabi-
nets, and unsmiling families lined up 
in front of newly constructed workers 
cottages, many which still line nearby 
Chicago Road.

There are images of parades and 
outdoor gatherings from more than a 
century ago, and a 1930s scene straight 
out of Mayberry depicting Steger’s smil-
ing police chief, two village barbers and a 
youngster clad in overalls.

A photo series documents the after-
math of a train collision in 1905 near the 
Steger piano factory.

Most of the Steger photos involve the 
piano factory, which isn’t a surprise; 
pianos were the early lifeblood of the 
village. Like Pullman 20 miles directly 
north, Steger was a company town.

As planning for the World’s Columbian 
Exhibition got underway, Gilded Age 
industrialists peered south from Chicago 
and saw opportunity in the sleepy 
hamlets and open fields along the rail 
line to Danville. Steel speculators trans-
formed the little settlement of Bloom 
into the modern city of Chicago Heights. 
Piano purveyors traveled a bit further 
and created Columbia Heights, hoping to 

capitalize on the hubbub surrounding the 
World’s Fair of 1892.

One of them was John Valentine 
Steger, a German cabinet maker who 
took advantage of the public’s growing 
appetite for parlor pianos in the years 
before entertainment options such as 
phonographs, radio and cinema.

Already a successful manufacturer, 
Steger still was somewhat of an upstart. 
Cincinnati-based piano sellers Smith & 
Nixon had been pushing into the Chicago 
market for decades, building a giant 
music hall and showroom at Clark and 
Washington streets then helping to estab-
lish Chicago’s “Music Row” district with 
a showroom on South Wabash Avenue.

The piano business was booming, and 
within just a couple of years of its estab-
lishment, there were hundreds of factory 
workers living in Columbia Heights. The 
piano magnates agreed it was time to 
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A letter from 1900 sheds 
light on Steger’s origin story

TOP LEFT: A photo from the local history digital archive of the Steger-South Chicago Heights Public Library depicts a 1938 scene outside 
Highway Barber Shop with Steger police Chief Mike Kloss, Hank the barber, Larry the barber and Andy Paolella; TOP MIDDLE: An undated 
image in the local history digital archive of the Steger-South Chicago Heights Public Library depicts workers inside the Steger & Sons piano 
factory as well as the hand tools they used to build the instruments; TOP RIGHT: An undated photo of piano magnate John Valentine 
Steger from the digital archive of the Steger-South Chicago Heights Public Library; ABOVE: An undated photograph from the local history 
digital archive of the Steger-South Chicago Heights Public Library shows a Steger Day parade of employees from the Steger & Sons piano 
factory in Steger. SSCHPL ARCHIVE PHOTOS
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incorporate the town.
At a town meeting to vote 

on the matter, Steger said he 
would contribute $400 to 
the town if he could rename 
it. That offer blindsided 
J.H. Butler, the official from 
Smith & Nixon, who had 
agreed to work with Steger 
on the incorporation effort.

It was put to a vote, 
and Steger’s factory had 
more employees. Colum-
bia Heights became the 
village of Steger in 1896, 
and John Steger became its 
first mayor. The rest of the 
municipal posts were filled 
by Steger’s friends and asso-
ciates.

Back in Cincinnati, the 
Smith & Nixon people were 
dismayed. With no legal 
recourse, they decided to 
just ignore Steger’s power 
play and continued claim-
ing a Columbia Heights 
address in advertisements.

Five years later, however, 
a chance came along for 
a bit of comeuppance, 
illustrated in the letter 
unearthed by Rodrigues 
from the library archives.

While the village’s name 
had changed years earlier 
and the railroad recently 
renamed the train station to 
Steger, the post office was 
still officially called Colum-
bia Heights. An effort 
was afoot to rectify that 
last vestige of the town’s 
unbranded origin.

Often a routine proce-

dure, Steger’s renaming 
request got held up in 
Washington, D.C. after U.S. 
Rep. Charles Dick of Ohio 
asked fourth assistant post-
master general J.L. Bristow 
to investigate. Unsurpris-
ingly, Smith & Nixon was 
against the name change, 
Bristow told Dick in the 
letter dated Jan. 2, 1900.

“Smith & Nixon say they 
are willing to change it to 
any other name than Steger, 
but contend that the name 
Columbia Heights is a patri-
otic one, and has been well 
advertised by them,” he 
wrote. “For the Post Office 
Department to change the 
name now to Steger, the 
name of their competitor, 
would be a serious loss to 
their business as well as a 
great advantage in point of 
advertising to their compet-
itors.”

Bristow, who evidently 
had authority over such 
matters, wrote he would 
not comply with the request 
to change the name, and 
Smith & Nixon won a small 
victory over Steger.

Steger, of course, even-
tually won that war, 
Rodrigues said.

“I don’t have a follow-up, 
but it’s clearly the Steger 
Post Office down the 
street,” she said. “I’m not 
sure when they changed it, 
but it wasn’t January, 1900.”

Bristow, who eventually 
was elected U.S. senator 
from Kansas, was seem-
ingly an apt investigator, 
as he was subsequently 
tapped to look into postal 

fraud in Cuba in the wake of 
the Spanish-American War 
and malfeasance within the 
Panama Railroad Company.

His letter to Dick is full of 
fun little facts: The village 
of Steger in 1900 had three 
saloons and most of Steger’s 
employees lived in homes 
owned by the company. 
Steger’s workers were paid 
$12.48 per week and turned 
out 25 pianos a day, while 
Smith & Nixon workers, 
paid about the same, turned 
out 25 pianos a week.

While it’s fun to revisit 
Steger’s wily renaming 
tactics, it’s the little details 
like those in Bristow’s letter 
that illustrate the real value 
of the library’s archive, 
Rodrigues said.

“One of the pictures 
I like is of the volunteer 
fire department in South 
Chicago Heights. I don’t 
know who any of them 
are, but their faces jump 
out at you,” she said. “It’s 
from 1939 — that’s only a 
few generations removed. 
There are people alive 
who know them. I’d love 
to know who these people 
are.”

In October, Rodrigues 
met a librarian from New 
York who started a project 
called Our Story Bridge, 
which collects stories 
through interviews with 
residents.

“Her enthusiasm for the 
project was infectious, and 
I decided to start something 
here,” she said.

Called Southland Story 
Bridge, Rodrigues is hoping 

to line up people who want 
to share 3 to 5 minute recol-
lections of life in the area 
in recorded interviews that 
will be posted on the library 
website, either with video 
or with relevant photos.

Rodrigues already has 
heard from some current 
and former residents in a 
less formal format.

“There are people 
in town who have sent 
family photos of their 
great, great-grandparents 
when they first moved to 
Steger, and pictures of their 
houses,” she said. “I’ve 
gotten emails from people 
who have since moved 
away to say that their 
grandfather built this house 
at this address and asked for 
pictures. One man insisted 
his grandfather was haunt-
ing a house on Chicago 
Road.”

She said she’s noticed 
surnames in old documents 
that match those of current 
residents — “people who 
have been here for genera-
tions,” she said.

Conversely, Rodrigues 
moved to Steger from Park 
Forest in 2014, and she said 
her street has a lot of people 
who “are new to the neigh-
borhood — a lot of people 
moved in around when I 
did or a little later.”

“I thought this project 
would be a good combina-
tion of learning the history 
of what brought people’s 
great grandparents and 
grandparents to Steger, and 
what brought my neigh-
bors to Steger,” she said. “I 

want to find the old stories, 
but I also want to find the 
newer stories, like why 
people chose this town to 
raise their family, or to open 
a business.”

And she’s hoping a vari-
ety of people participate.

“I’m worried people will 
think they don’t have celeb-
rity status or haven’t done 
anything groundbreaking,” 
Rodrigues said. “I want 
people to feel like their 
stories matter to the proj-
ect, regardless of anything 
that was accomplished.”

Besides being “really 
interesting and a lot 
of fun,” she said, the 
compiled stories can create 
a personal connection 
between neighbors young 
and old and from various 
backgrounds.

“A lot of times when we 
learn history, we hear about 
other people in other places 
doing things,” she said. “But 
there are people here living 
lives as well.”

At some point not long 
after its postal service 
victory, Smith & Nixon sold 
its factory to Steger & Sons 
and is now mostly forgot-
ten.

John Steger thrived in 
the decade afterward, even-
tually having a skyscraper 
headquarters built along 
Music Row in 1910 that’s 
now a Chicago landmark 
that’s been retrofitted as 
student apartments.

Despite trying to avoid 
Pullman’s company town 
misdeeds, he became 
embroiled in litigation 

over allegations of worker 
mistreatment a year later. 
Steger was found dead 
at age 62 in a pond near 
his piano factory in 1916. 
According to an article in 
the New York Times, he 
went to the pond to feed 
the fish and didn’t return.

The piano company 
closed a few years later, 
and the sprawling factory 
complex was split up and 
used by other manufactur-
ers in subsequent years, 
including a pasta factory 
and revived Steger furni-
ture and phonograph 
companies. It burned in 
the 1970s, was razed and 
replaced by a strip mall and 
Kmart store.

Steger’s obituary in the 
Chicago Tribune indi-
cated the piano magnate 
had bequeathed money 
for a park, hospital and 
library for the town he took 
over. The hospital never 
happened, but the library 
eventually came into being, 
decades later and without 
help from piano money.

That library now is help-
ing to preserve the story of 
the man Steger, as well as 
the people of Steger and its 
environs.

More information on the 
project is at https://www.
southlandstory.org/.

Landmarks is a weekly 
column by Paul Eisenberg 
exploring the people, places 
and things that have left an 
indelible mark on the South-
land. He can be reached at 
peisenberg@tribpub.com.

doctors at each of the hospi-
tals. Others had prior health 
problems, though those 
can include common issues 
among kids in Chicago, such 
as obesity and asthma, said 
Dr. Taylor Heald-Sargent, an 
attending physician at Lurie 
in the division of infectious 
diseases.

While it remains true 
that most children who get 
COVID-19 don’t get severely 
ill, parents should be aware 
that it can happen, doctors 
say.

“On an individual level, 
the chance that one child is 
likely to get severely ill is low, 

but, on the flip side, some will 
get severely ill, and for that 
to be your child, it’s terrify-
ing,” Heald-Sargent said. “So 
do everything you can do to 
protect not just your child 
but all children, and that, 
first and foremost, needs to 
be getting yourself vacci-
nated and everyone around 
you vaccinated.”

Heald-Sargent said the 
recent increase in hospi-
talizations among kids has 
made her “profoundly sad.”

“This is an entirely 
predictable situation, and 
as a society, we’ve failed our 
most vulnerable people, our 
children and our immuno-
compromised,” because not 
all adults have gotten vacci-
nated and because vaccine 

trials for children weren’t 
started earlier, Heald-Sar-
gent said.

About 61% of Illinois resi-
dents are fully vaccinated, 
according to the state health 
department. The increase in 
hospitalized children follows 
a sharp rise in the number 
of COVID-19 cases overall 
in Illinois. State health offi-
cials on Thursday reported 
44,089 new confirmed and 
probable cases of COVID-
19, setting a record. Over 
the past week, the state has 
averaged 27,141 new cases 
per day.

A record number of people 
are also now hospitalized 
with COVID-19 in Illinois 
— with 7,098 in hospitals as 
of Wednesday night, and an 

average of 6,419 per day over 
the past week. The increase 
in hospitalizations is strain-
ing hospitals, which have, in 
many cases, suspended or 
slowed elective surgeries to 
try to keep beds available.

Though the now-spread-
ing omicron variant seems to 
be milder than the delta vari-
ant, it is far more contagious.

Advocate doctors said 
Thursday the best way for 
parents to keep their chil-
dren safe is to get them 
vaccinated, and if they’re 
too young to be vaccinated, 
to make sure everyone else 
in the home is vaccinated. 
People who are vaccinated 
can still catch COVID-19 but 
are far less likely to get so 
sick that they need hospital-

ization.
Doctors also, however, 

cautioned that it’s import-
ant to balance the need for 
safety with children’s mental 
health. Parents should 
control what they can within 
their own homes — such as 
wake times, bed times and 
positive relationships — to 
help kids through this latest 
surge, especially as some 
schools close or go remote, 
said Dr. Laura Yahr Nelson, 
a pediatric psychiatrist with 
Aurora Children’s Health.

“Children do best when 
they have routine and 
connectedness in the world,” 
Nelson said. “They’ve lost 
loved ones but they’ve also 
lost out on experiences.”

Belmonte said it’s import-

ant for most children to go 
to school, as long as they 
can — words that came as 
Chicago Public Schools had 
their second day of no classes 
and an increasing number of 
suburban schools are closing.

“We know what the dele-
terious side effects were 
last year from remote learn-
ing,” Belmonte said. “We 
should be doing everything 
in our power to keep kids in 
school and do it safely. For 
the majority of kids, we have 
not seen major outbreaks in 
schools or in day cares.”

Chicago Tribune’s Dan 
Petrella contributed.
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