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When the COVID-19 pandemic kept 
most workers at home, with the exception 
of critical employees in jobs such as health 
care, Cook County agencies launched an 
effort to make mass transit more affordable 
to those living on Chicago’s South Side and 
in the south and southwest suburbs.

The South Cook Fair Transit pilot 
program, in the works before the pandemic 
brought about stay-at-home orders in 
March 2020, kicked off in January 2021, 
just weeks after vaccines meant to protect 
against the virus were rolled out. It cut 
fares on two Metra commuter rail lines 
and boosted frequency of travel on a heav-
ily used Pace bus line in the south suburbs.

“It probably wasn’t the best time, but in 
a lot of ways it was the best time because 
that’s when people were hurting the most,” 
Jim Derwinski, Metra’s chief executive 
officer, said of the program’s launch.

In the early months of the pandemic, 
Metra saw ridership figures plunge on all 
of its lines, including the Metra Electric, 
which runs through Chicago’s South Side 
and south suburbs, and Rock Island Line, 
which serves areas of the Southwest Side 
and southwest suburbs.

The Fair Transit program cut those 
Metra fares in half. It also increased the 
frequency of Pace buses on the suburban 
system’s 352-Halsted bus route that runs 
from the CTA 95th/Dan Ryan station to 
the Pace Chicago Heights Terminal. That 
route is the most heavily used of any bus 
route in the suburban system, officials said.

On the Electric and Rock Island Metra 
lines, fares in January 2021 were reduced 
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Program 
meant to aid 
commuters
Fair Transit effort cut  
fares on Metra rail lines, 
boosted frequency of travel

By Kathy Cichon 
For Daily Southtown

After the last two tumultuous years, 
the South Holland Master Chorale spring 
concert program takes on new meaning.

“We offer this program as a requiem, as 
a memorial, for any and all who lost loved 
ones in the last two and a half years,” said 
Albert M. Jackson, musical director of the 
chorale. “Lots of choruses are doing this 
piece now, towards the end, we hope, of 
COVID, because it’s so appropriate given 
the point in history that we’re in.”

The South Holland Master Chorale will 
perform “Remembrance, Recollection, 
Reflection, Rest,” the final concerts of its 
season at 4 p.m. Sunday at St. Joseph Cath-
olic Church in Homewood and at 4 p.m. 
May 22 at Christ Our Savior (formerly St. 
Jude Apostle) Catholic Church in South 
Holland.

Admission is free. Chicago area organ-
ist Graeme Shields and a select group of 
chamber players will accompany the 
chorale.

The program consists of two pieces, 

SOUTH HOLLAND

Master Chorale 
finishes season 
with final concerts
Will perform ‘Remembrance, 
Recollection, Reflection,  
Rest’ on Sunday at church

Music director Albert M. Jackson will 
conduct his final two concerts with the 
South Holland Master Chorale at St. Joseph 
Catholic Church in Homewood and at Christ 
Our Savior (formerly St. Jude Apostle) 
Catholic Church in South Holland. SOUTH 
HOLLAND MASTER CHORALE
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Bail denied in Matteson  
smoke shop shooting
Ephram Layton faces a first-degree murder 
charge in connection with a shooting at the 
Exotic Smoke Shop. News, Page 2

Go quietly into  
the good night?
Baby boomers have never been quiet. The 
generation of protesters always pursued its 
causes loudly. Vickroy, Page 2

COVID-19  
numbers climbing
Risk sits at medium, so indoor masks not 
mandated but “strongly recommended.” 
News, Page 3

Bettiola Fortson was only 26 when she 
died of tuberculosis at her home on south 
Prairie Avenue in Chicago, but she’d 
made a considerable mark in that short 
time.

Born in Kentucky to illiterate parents 
in the early 1890s, she would help found 
and lead a group focused on promot-
ing artistic and literary pursuits among 
Black women, and was part of another 
prominent effort to secure voting rights 
for women alongside Ida B. Wells in the 
Alpha Suffrage Club.

In 1915, Bettiola Fortson published the 
book “Mental Pearls: Original Poems and 
Essays,” a work that was published again 
over eight decades later in the volume 
“Six Poets of Racial Uplift” in 1996.

Shortly after Wells gave a eulogy at 
Fortson’s funeral in April, 1917, Fortson’s 
remains were loaded aboard a south-
bound train to Thornton, where they 
were carried several blocks past the 
outskirts of town and interred in Mount 
Forest Cemetery, which had been estab-
lished just a few years before.

Fortson, who had spent a good portion 
of her life campaigning for equality, 
wasn’t afforded it even after she died.

“African Americans had to deal with 
segregation in life, and they had to deal 
with segregation in death,” said Tammy 
Gibson, a travel historian who lives in 
Hazel Crest and has started an effort she 
calls “Black Graves Matter.”

“A majority of the white cemeteries 
wouldn’t allow African Americans to be 
buried there, and if they did, they were 
charged a higher rate,” she said.

In her extended family, that histori-
cally meant bringing the remains of loved 
ones from Chicago “back to Mississippi, 
where they had family and church ceme-
teries.”

Many people didn’t have that option, 
though, and faced with the rampant 
racism of the early 1900s, South Side 
church and business leaders imple-
mented solutions, buying tracts of land 
where their loved ones could be buried 
in peace.

A group of African American business 
leaders established Mount Glenwood 
cemetery south of Thornton in 1908 and 
a year later, Olivet Baptist Church created 
Mount Forest cemetery just north of the 
village. In the 1920s, two more tradition-
ally African American cemeteries opened 
in the Alsip area, Restvale and Burr Oak.

Those first African American burial 
grounds flanked Thornton, a village 
still known mostly for its giant hole in 
the ground where limestone has been 
extracted for a century and a half. When 
those cemeteries were established, 
Thornton also was also a place where 
very few, if any, Black people lived.

Debbie Lamoureux, of the Thornton 

Historical Society, said African American 
people probably worked at the quarry, 
but the sites for Mount Forest and Mount 
Glenwood more likely were chosen 
because of railway access from the South 
Side via the Chicago and Eastern Illinois.

Plus, the area then qualified as “the 
boonies.”

“It was outside of town,” she said. 
“Thornton people couldn’t say anything 
about it.”

In an oral history, Lamoureux said, 
a resident recalled hundreds of people 
getting off the train at Thornton depot 
when Olivet’s pastor died, accompany-
ing his remains to Mount Forest. Mount 
Glenwood, she said, had a dedicated rail 
siding and there were scheduled trips 

LANDMARKS

‘Black Graves Matter’
Effort focuses on burial grounds surrounding Thornton 
that offered respite from racism that persisted after death

A pathway cuts through Mount Forest Cemetery in Thornton, which is now part of the Cook County Forest Preserve District. 

Chains and locks 
bar the entrance 
to Mount Forest 
Cemetery on 
Chicago Road. The 
cemetery was 
active from 1909 
to 1939.  
PAUL EISENBERG/
DAILY SOUTHTOWN

Paul Eisenberg

Historian Tammy Gibson, of Hazel Crest, visits the gravesite of bandleader Walter Barnes at 
Mount Glenwood cemetery south of Thornton.   TAMMY GIBSON/DAILY SOUTHTOWN

“I just want to make 
sure Black cemeter-
ies are taken care of 
the same way as white 
cemeteries. I want to 
see proper funding to 
maintain the grounds, 
and more volunteers to 
come and do cleanups.”
— Tammy Gibson, travel historian

Turn to Eisenberg, Page 4

Turn to Program, Page 4

Turn to Performance, Page 4
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Franz Joseph Haydn’s “Missa 
Brevis No. 7″ and contempo-
rary composer Dan Forrest’s 
“Requiem for the Living.”

Jackson originally had 
selected the two pieces for a 
May 2020 performance, but the 
concert was canceled due to the 
pandemic.

At this point, “the requiem 
takes on so much more mean-
ing because there have been 
so many, you may as well say a 
million people in this country 
alone who have died of COVID,” 
he said.

Composed in 1778, the Haydn 
piece is known as the “Little 
Organ Mass,” as one of the 
movements in it is “a beauti-
ful, soaring sopranos with solo 
organ accompaniment.”

The piece by Forrest is very 
modern, “glorious work,” Jack-
son said, written in 2013. And 
while the Haydn work is very 
short at 15 minutes long, and 
the Forrest piece is close to 45 
minutes long.

“Both of them are almost 
entirely in Latin. Because 
Haydn in Austria, he and the 
royal family for which he 
worked, everybody was Cath-
olic, so they would do this Mass 
in the original Latin language, 
Jackson said.

“And one of the very inter-
esting things about this ‘Little 
Organ Mass,’ like I said, it’s very 
short, it might be 15-20 minutes 
long. The thing about it is the 
Latin Mass is actually very long, 
it would take an hour to say all of 
the stuff in the Mass, but neither 
Haydn nor the prince for whom 
he worked wanted to spend that 
much time in church.

“So in the really long sections 
in the Mass, Haydn would have 
the sopranos singing one text 
and the altos singing another 
text and the tenors singing a 
third text and the basses sing-
ing a fourth text,” he said. “So 
he would get through about 20 
minutes of Latin in about three 
minutes because all of the text 
was being sung at the same 
time.”

Although a requiem is a Mass 
that is sung at a funeral, Forrest 
intended his “Requiem for the 
Living” for those who are living.

“It’s a memorial, but really 
for those who move on in life,” 
Jackson said.

The entire requiem, with 
the exception of one verse, is in 
Latin.

“There’s one phrase which is 
out of one of the Gospels, it’s the 
words of Christ. This edition is 
in English, so that nothing else, 
the audience can understand 
those words,” Jackson said.

“Forrest said ‘that’s why I 
wrote the Mass. That’s what I’m 
trying to get across in the Mass.’ 
And he even gave instructions in 
the musical score that if possi-
ble, wherever this work is done 
in all the world, those words 
would be sung in the language 
of whatever country it’s being 
done in.”

The verse is from the Gospel 
of Matthew 11:28-30: “Come 
unto me all ye who are weary 
and heavy laden, and I will give 
you rest.”

“That was his intent, to make 
sure those specific words would 
be heard and understood in 
their native language by any 
audience anywhere on Earth,” 
Jackson said.

The performances are Jack-
son’s final two concerts with 
the chorale. After 23 seasons as 
musical director, the Chester-
ton, Indiana, resident is retir-
ing. Next year, the chorale will 
be taken over by Phil Bauman.

“It’s been fantastic. We’ve 
been able to range through a 
vast body of tremendous choral 
literature over the last many 
years,” Jackson said. “And the 
chorus is just a wonderful group 
of people. They are talented, 
they are eager. They are people 
of good hearts and I very much 
look forward to hearing them as 
an audience member and not as 
the conductor always picking 
away at the little things I think 
need improvement.

“So I think it’s a very exciting 
time for the chorale and for the 
new conductor,” he said. “And I 
certainly hoping that our faith-
ful audience members will 
continue to come to all of the 
concerts in the future.”

Kathy Cichon is a  
freelance reporter  
for the Daily Southtown.

where a passenger car would 
be left for the day while South 
Side residents visited with the 
departed.

“It would be an all-day affair, 
because they came a long way,” 
she said. “Thornton was the 
middle of nowhere — there were 
dirt roads.”

She interviewed a woman born 
in 1912 whose father was ceme-
tery caretaker and whose mother 
used to cook meals for the visitors 
and “sell them for pennies.”

“People would walk to their 
house, buy food and have a 
picnic,” she said.

Those picnics were and 
continue to be “celebrations,” 
said Gibson, who still heads to 
graveyards every time she gets 
the chance.

“Cemeteries are a place of 
history, and a place to visit ances-
tors,” she said.

Mount Forest closed in 1939 
and was eventually abandoned. 
Records indicate many of the 
burials were relocated to Mount 
Glenwood after that, but several 
grave markers remain, including 
that of Bettiola Fortson, which 
still prominently displays the 
phrase “Mental Pearl.” Some of 
the actual graves may remain as 
well. Nobody is sure what is still 
underground there.

Before it closed, Mount Forest 
was home to the remains of World 
War I veterans and victims of the 
Spanish Flu Pandemic of 1918. 
Pullman Porters were buried 
there and one of the remaining 
tombstones records the tragic 
death of a 5-year-old girl.

The abandoned cemetery was 
eventually acquired and fenced 
off by the Forest Preserves of 
Cook County, which already 
owned an adjacent property 
called the Thornton Preserve. 
But the fence is easy to defeat, 
and those buried at Mount Forest 
have become ingrained in the 
consciousness of some residents 
in Thornton.

“There’s a man in town who 
every year decorates the grave of 
the little girl, and puts flowers and 
toys in there,” Lamoureux said.

While the remaining stones at 
Mount Forest aren’t in the best 
of shape, and dead limbs litter 
the ground between them, the 
grass hasn’t been allowed to get 

too high, and some upkeep by the 
county is obvious.

That’s not the same at other 
African American cemeteries 
Gibson has visited around the 
country, leading to her Black 
Graves Matter effort.

“I see lots of disrespect,” she 
said. “I’ve been to cemeteries 
where I’ve found dog feces. I’ve 
seen graffiti. I’ve seen cemeteries 
used as dumping grounds, with 
mattresses and garbage. Drug 
paraphernalia.

“I just want to make sure Black 
cemeteries are taken care of the 
same way as white cemeteries. 
I want to see proper funding to 
maintain the grounds, and more 
volunteers to come and do clean-
ups.”

She visits Mount Glenwood 
regularly, notifies management 
there if anything is amiss, and 
said they’re always responsive. In 
other areas, though, she’s encoun-
tered “people who were having 
a hard time trying to reclaim 
their ancestors’ graves, getting 
pushback from those who own 
the land or dealing with cities 
and counties that aren’t helping 

them.”
“That still happens today, and 

there’s still work that needs to be 
done,” she said. “But with social 
media, we can use that tool to 
highlight what’s going on.”

It’s an issue faced by many 
cemeteries, regardless of their 
preferred clientele. On the other 
side of the quarry, the Thornton 
Township cemetery on Ridge 
Road, which began as the regional 
burial ground after land was 
acquired from early entrepreneur 
Gurdon Hubbard in the 1850s, 
was in shambles a little over a 
century later.

“There was lots of vandal-
ism,” Lamoureux said, noting by 
the 1980s and ‘90s “it was totally 
unkempt and stones were pushed 
over.”

“Then the (Thornton) town-
ship realized they owned it and 
started cutting the grass and 
fenced it in,” she said.

Now surrounded by a chain-
link barrier topped with barbed 
wire, it’s open to visitors by 
appointment only.

Despite Thornton’s famed deep 
quarry, its desirability as a place to 

live — people have resided there 
since prehistoric times — is due 
to its high ground atop an ancient 
shoreline that’s still reflected in 
the names of Mount Forest and 
Mount Glenwood, as well as 
Ridge Road, the main drag leading 
to and from town.

It’s where sand washed up 
on the shores of ancient Lake 
Chicago when glaciers clogged 
up the northern reaches of what 
would become the Great Lakes. 
And it’s what made the sandy, 
loose soil so conducive to grave 
sites.

Regardless of the geology, 
to Gibson, the burial grounds 
surrounding Thornton are a place 
to celebrate the past, and a place 
to commune with one’s family 
history.

And she has a question.
“Have you checked on your 

ancestors lately?”

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

Concrete foundations remain where monuments once marked the entrance to Mount Forest Cemetery on Chicago 
Road in Thornton. The cemetery closed in 1939 and was eventually abandoned. PAUL EISENBERG/DAILY SOUTHTOWN

to the same fare normally charged 
to senior citizens and persons with 
disabilities.

Cook County officials agreed 
to pay Metra a maximum of $30 
million over the duration of the 
pilot program to cover the reve-
nue loss.

Derwinski noted riders depen-
dent on Metra faced drastically 
reduced service across the board 
as once crowded trains and 
commuter parking lots emptied 
out when ridership plunged during 
the pandemic.

In a report assessing the first 
year of the pilot program, Cook 
County noted ridership on the 
Electric and Rock Island lines 
rebounded faster than ridership 
on other Metra lines as pandemic 
restrictions began to ease in 2021.

Officials noted South Side and 
south suburban residents who 
were considered essential work-
ers during the pandemic, such as 
those working in health care, had 
few choices but to report to their 
jobs, and the fare cuts came at an 
opportune time.

In July 2021, Metra increased 
service on the Electric and 
Rock Island lines to “just below 
pre-pandemic” levels, the first 
such increases of service in the 
commuter rail line’s system since 
the plunge in ridership numbers, 
Derwinski said.

The rebound was proof the pilot 
program was having an effect, he 
said.

Ridership on the Electric line, 
for example, experienced a steady 
decline in annual ridership dating 
back many years, Metra data 
show./

In 2019, before the pandemic, 
combined ridership on the Electric 
and Rock Island lines accounted 
for about 20% of systemwide 
passengers on Metra, according 
to the first-year report of the pilot 
program.

Ridership on those two lines, 
however, increased by April 2020 
to 30% of overall Metra rider-
ship before leveling off to 25% 
by the end of 2020, according to 
the report on the pilot program. 
Considering, however, that by 
April 2020 Metra had seen rider-
ship across its system plummet 
by as much as 97%, that jump was 
nominal.

After the pilot program got 
underway, ridership on the Elec-
tric and Rock Island lines averaged 
a 32% faster recovery rate than the 
Metra system overall, according to 
the report. That helped convince 
Metra to initially boost service 
levels on those lines, Derwinski 
said.

Still, the report on the pilot 

program noted that while the fare 
reductions were “associated with 
a faster restoration of ridership” 
on those two lines, “due to the 
pandemic’s impact on ridership it 
is not possible to compare pilot-
era ridership with historical rider-
ship to identify a net change at this 
time.”

Early in 2021, ridership on the 
Electric and Rock Island lines 
went from 140,000 monthly riders 
to 430,000 fare-paying passen-
gers once the fare cuts were put 
in place, said Jennifer Killen, 
superintendent of Cook County’s 
Department of Transportation and 
Highways.

She said the focus of the pilot 
program on south Cook County 
was intentional because that region 
is “one of the most transit-depen-
dent portions of our county and is 
traditionally one of the most under-
served as well.”

Of about 780,000 households 
in the areas served by the Electric 
and Rock Island lines, 106,000 lack 
access to a personal vehicle while 
130,000 spend between 30% and 
50% of their income on transpor-

tation, according to the county. 
Another 47,000 spend more than 
50% of their annual income on 
transportation.

Cook County Board President 
Toni Preckwinkle said the initial 
results prove the pilot program is 
a success.

“We’re taking steps to make 
sure the people who live in the 
south Cook region have the same 
access to affordable, fast, reliable 
transportation as the rest of Cook 
County,” she said.

Regarding Pace Route 352, 
however, the study of the pilot 
program’s impact so far shows 
negligible results.

Before the pilot program, that 
route, despite being the busiest of 
the Pace system, accounted for 6% 
of total ridership among all Pace 
routes, and that briefly increased 
to 9% while dropping to 5% after 
May 2021, after the pilot program 
was introduced, according to the 
study.

It notes that despite an increase 
in frequency of buses traversing 
the route, ridership has slowly 
declined.

The pilot program was also 
meant to ease the burden on house-
hold spending on transportation 
costs, but the results at this point 
are not clear.

Fare reductions on the Metra 
Electric line, for instance, were 
anticipated to save some commut-
ers as much as $900 annually on 
commuting costs.

The study noted that in the 
areas served by the pilot program, 
household spending on things 
such as food and entertainment 
showed an increase, but the study 
could not accurately account for 
how much of that spending boost 
came from the cut in transporta-
tion costs or as a result of federal 
stimulus payments that benefited 
households during the pandemic.

Metra is moving ahead with work 
at two stations along the Electric 
and Rock Island lines, including a 
multimillion dollar redo of the 147th 
Street/Sibley Boulevard station on 
the Electric Line in Harvey that 
hasn’t seen any upgrade in three 
decades.

That project, which got under-
way this month, will close that 
station for at least a year, although 
commuters have other options in 
the vicinity, including the Metra 
stop in Harvey at Park Avenue and 
154th Street.

Separately, Metra is working on 
renovations in Blue Island at a stop 
on the Rock Island line, at 2300 W. 
Grove St.

Preckwinkle said Thursday the 
Harvey station is among the stops 
that are in the transit pilot program, 
and that, in working with Metra, 
the collaboration is to “make 
service more available and acces-
sible and affordable to residents in 
the Southland.”

Going forward, a key goal is 
to adopt a unified transit fare 
system that encompasses Metra, 
Pace and the CTA, according to 
the report.

“Transit in the region should 
function as one system,” Preck-
winkle said.

Pace and the CTA use the Ventra 
payment system, unlike Metra, and 
have agreements to allow transfers 
between Pace and CTA for less 
than the cost of a full fare, the tran-
sit study notes.

However, passengers on Pace 
and CTA who transfer to Metra 
need to buy another regular, 
full-price fare rather than the 
discounted transfer, according to 
the study.

Officials at the news conference 
said it is an obstacle, although 
one that is not insurmountable, 
to making travel among all three 
systems seamless and less costly.

“We need to find a way to fix the 
fare integration piece,” Metra’s 
Derwinski said.

mnolan@tribpub.com
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South Holland Master 
Chorale concert
When: 4 p.m. May 15
Where: St. Joseph Catholic 
Church, 17951 Dixie Highway, 
Homewood
When: 4 p.m. May 22
Where: Christ Our Savior 
(formerly St. Jude Apostle) 
Catholic Church, 880 E. 154th 
St., South Holland
Tickets: Free, donations 
accepted
Information: 708-210-2913; 
southhollandmasterchorale.org

ABOVE: A pilot 
program that reduced 
fares on Metra 
commuter lines, 
including the Metra 
Electric line, has 
been given a positive 
review in its first year. 
ZBIGNIEW BZDAK/
CHICAGO TRIBUNE

LEFT: Improvements 
being made to   
Metra Electric    
station on 147th 
Street in Harvey. 
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