
history of the willis tower
The history of the Willis Tower is a fascinating journey that reflects the
evolution of architectural ambition, urban development, and economic growth
in Chicago. Once known as the Sears Tower, this iconic skyscraper stands as a
symbol of innovation and resilience. Completed in 1973, the Willis Tower has
undergone several transformations, both in its structure and in its cultural
significance. This article delves into the history of the Willis Tower,
exploring its inception, design, construction, and the changes it has
undergone over the years.

Origins and Conceptualization

The story of the Willis Tower begins in the early 1970s when the Sears,
Roebuck and Company sought to create a new headquarters in Chicago. At the
time, the company was one of the largest retailers in the United States, and
it needed a facility that could accommodate its growing workforce and
symbolize its corporate identity.

The Need for a New Headquarters

As the retail landscape evolved, Sears recognized the necessity for a state-
of-the-art building that could reflect its status and provide modern
amenities for its employees. The existing Sears headquarters, located in the
suburbs, was no longer adequate for its operational needs. In 1970, the
decision was made to construct a new building in downtown Chicago.

Design Competition

To find the right design, Sears held a competition among several prominent
architectural firms. Ultimately, the architectural firm of Skidmore, Owings &
Merrill (SOM), led by architect Bruce Graham and structural engineer Fazlur
Khan, was selected for the project. Their design envisioned a towering
structure that would not only serve as a corporate headquarters but also
redefine the Chicago skyline.

Architectural Innovation

The Willis Tower was groundbreaking in several ways. Its design featured a
tubular structure, a concept that allowed for greater height and stability.
This innovative approach was a departure from traditional skyscraper design,



which often relied on solid cores for support.

The Tubular Structure

The tubular design consists of nine interconnecting square "tubes" that
provide both strength and flexibility. This approach enabled the building to
reach a height of 1,450 feet (442 meters) with 110 stories, making it the
tallest building in the world at the time of its completion. The tubes work
together to distribute wind forces, allowing the Willis Tower to withstand
strong gusts common in Chicago.

Distinctive Features

In addition to its height, the Willis Tower boasts several distinctive
features:

- Skydeck: Located on the 103rd floor, the Skydeck offers panoramic views of
the city and surrounding areas. It features the Ledge, a glass balcony that
extends out from the building, providing visitors with a unique experience.
- Black Glass Exterior: The building's reflective black glass facade not only
enhances its aesthetic appeal but also aids in energy efficiency by reducing
heat absorption.
- Elevators: The Willis Tower was equipped with some of the fastest elevators
in the world, capable of traveling at speeds of 1,600 feet per minute.

Construction Challenges

Constructing the Willis Tower was no small feat. The project faced several
challenges, including logistical issues, labor strikes, and the complexities
of building at such a height.

Groundbreaking and Early Construction

Groundbreaking for the Willis Tower occurred in August 1970. The construction
process involved significant excavation work to create a strong foundation
capable of supporting the massive structure. The team employed innovative
techniques, such as the use of high-strength concrete, to ensure the
building's stability.

Labor Strikes and Delays



During the construction phase, labor strikes in the early 1970s caused
delays, threatening the project's timeline. However, the construction team
persevered, and work resumed after negotiations.

Completion and Opening

The Willis Tower officially opened to the public on September 4, 1974. At
that time, it was not only the tallest building in the world but also the
tallest in the Western Hemisphere. The building quickly became a focal point
of the Chicago skyline and an architectural marvel that attracted visitors
from around the globe.

The Name Change: From Sears Tower to Willis
Tower

In 2009, the building underwent a significant rebranding when it was renamed
the Willis Tower. This change came after the Willis Group Holdings, an
insurance broker based in London, acquired the naming rights in a 15-year
deal.

Implications of the Name Change

The renaming of the tower sparked mixed reactions among Chicagoans. While
some embraced the change, seeing it as a new chapter in the building's
history, others felt a sense of nostalgia for the Sears name. Despite the
controversy, the Willis Tower continued to thrive as a commercial and tourist
destination.

Impact on the Chicago Skyline

The Willis Tower's construction had a profound impact on Chicago's skyline
and urban development. As the tallest building for nearly 25 years, it set
the standard for future skyscraper designs and urban planning.

Skyline Icon

The Willis Tower became an icon of Chicago, representing the city's
resilience and architectural prowess. Its unique design and height made it a
recognizable landmark, attracting tourists and residents alike.



Economic Development

The presence of the Willis Tower contributed to the revitalization of the
Loop, Chicago's central business district. The building attracted numerous
businesses, creating thousands of jobs and stimulating economic growth in the
area.

Modernization and Sustainability Efforts

As the Willis Tower approached its 40th anniversary, efforts were made to
modernize the building and enhance its sustainability.

Renovation Projects

In 2013, the building underwent a significant renovation that included
updates to its lobby, elevators, and common areas. The renovations aimed to
create a more inviting atmosphere for tenants and visitors while enhancing
the building's functionality.

Sustainability Initiatives

In response to growing concerns about environmental sustainability, the
Willis Tower implemented several green initiatives. These efforts included:

- Energy-efficient lighting: Upgrades to lighting systems to reduce energy
consumption.
- Water conservation: Installation of water-efficient fixtures to minimize
water usage.
- Recycling programs: Enhanced recycling initiatives for tenants and
visitors.

These initiatives earned the Willis Tower recognition as a leader in
sustainable building practices.

Conclusion

The history of the Willis Tower is a testament to Chicago's architectural
innovation and resilience. From its origins as the Sears Tower to its current
status as the Willis Tower, this skyscraper has played a vital role in
shaping the city's identity. With a commitment to modernization and
sustainability, the Willis Tower continues to stand tall as a symbol of
Chicago's past, present, and future. As it welcomes millions of visitors each



year, the tower remains a beacon of urban development and architectural
excellence, reminding us of the power of human ingenuity and ambition.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was the Willis Tower completed?
The Willis Tower was completed in 1973.

What was the original name of the Willis Tower?
The original name of the Willis Tower was the Sears Tower.

Who was the architect behind the design of the
Willis Tower?
The Willis Tower was designed by architect Bruce Graham and structural
engineer Fazlur Rahman Khan.

How tall is the Willis Tower?
The Willis Tower stands at 1,450 feet (442 meters) tall, making it one of the
tallest buildings in the United States.

What significant feature does the Willis Tower have
that attracts tourists?
The Willis Tower features the Skydeck, an observation deck located on the
103rd floor that offers stunning views of Chicago.

When did the building change its name from Sears
Tower to Willis Tower?
The building was officially renamed from Sears Tower to Willis Tower in 2009.

What was the purpose of constructing the Willis
Tower?
The Willis Tower was constructed as an office building and was intended to
serve as the headquarters for Sears, Roebuck and Company.

How many floors does the Willis Tower have?
The Willis Tower has 110 floors.



Is the Willis Tower recognized for any specific
architectural style?
Yes, the Willis Tower is an example of the modernist architectural style,
characterized by its sleek, glass-and-steel design.
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