08 CHICAGO

By Gerard J. St. John

[image: image1.jpg]



I have been to Chicago on several occasions.  In 1963, I drove through the windy city on my way home to Philadelphia after mustering out of the Marine Corps in San Francisco.  In 1979, there was a meeting with the general counsel of Alden’s in the defense of a class action lawsuit.  In 1990, the annual meeting of the American Bar Association was held in Chicago; and a few years later, there was a seminar on the use of computers during trial.  However, Cathy had never been to Chicago.  On Tuesday, August 19, 2008, we made our way to the airport and began a 5-day Chicago vacation.


At the airport, we learned that things have changed since our last flight a few years back.  It is easy to understand the increased security procedures in the wake of worldwide terrorist activity.  Still, I was surprised when one of the security personnel asked to examine my suitcase, and then extracted my can of shaving cream.  “It’s too big,” he said.  To be fair, the can was a bit longer than the average.  “What size does it have to be?” I asked.  “Travel size,” was the answer.  By necessary implication, my shaving cream was somewhat larger than travel size.  I was not about to cancel Cathy’s first trip to Chicago because of a can of shaving cream, so I told the man to keep it.  He turned and flipped the can into a large canvas hamper, the type that you often see in post offices.  So far as I know, none of those airport hampers has yet exploded anywhere in the country.  I guess that the terrorists have gotten the word not to disguise their explosives as shaving cream.


The flight from Philadelphia to Chicago usually takes about two hours from gate-to-gate.  We arrived at O’Hare Airport, Chicago, at about 9:30 a.m.  Then we began the search for the shuttle service that we had reserved online.  We followed the signs that said “Shuttle Service” but apparently those signs did not mean “our” shuttle service.  Fortunately, this serendipitous route took us right by the memorial for Butch O’Hare, the World War II pilot for whom the airport is named.  It was an interesting display, with lots of photos and a replica of the dive-bomber that he flew.  Moreover, it did not delay us in getting to the place where we picked up the shuttle.  It was a small van with approximately six seats.  I was surprised to find that I was the only male passenger.


After dropping off our bags at the Allerton Hotel, we walked north on Michigan Avenue to the visitors center by the Water Works.  There, we made two very important acquisitions: a Chicago transit map; and a 5-day transit pass.  It seemed strange that the transit map was not on display but had to be specifically requested.  Although 1-day and 3-day transit passes were available at the center, we had to walk about four-blocks to a place where we could buy 5-day transit passes for $18 each.  (The transit passes paid for themselves in less than two days.) 


As noon approached, we began to look for a place to eat.  Cathy found a recommendation in the Frommer’s guidebook for a restaurant called the Oak Tree.  It was a women’s place in a Bloomingdale’s store.  The write-up made it sound like the Crystal Tea Room at Wanamaker’s.  Fortunately, it was closed for renovations.  Instead, we went to a small shop that we had seen from the shuttle about a block from our hotel.  It was called the Corner Bakery.  We later learned that it was a chain operation with many locations in Chicago.  It featured breakfast-type foods and was more than adequate for what we wanted.  On the other hand, the scrambled eggs could have been a bit warmer.


After brunch, we boarded one of Chicago’s double-decker tour buses and rode throughout the city, including an excursion to Chinatown, Little Italy and Greek town.  One of the certainties of a tour of Chicago is that you will hear about the great fire of 1871 that devastated the entire town.  Hand in hand with the story of the great fire is the tale that the fire started when Mrs. O’Leary’s cow kicked a lantern.  The guides are quick to add that the story is not true but they keep telling it because it is a good story.  The tour guides also paid special attention to Oprah Winfrey, her studio and her retail store.  They called her the “Queen of Chicago.”  By the time that we completed the bus rides, we had a deep sunburn and a pretty good idea of the layout of Chicago.  We then headed for the Signature Room in the Hancock Building for drinks in its 95th floor perch overlooking the city.  Unfortunately, the lounge was booked for a private party, so we went around to the Michigan Avenue side of the building and had our drinks in the Cheesecake Factory, which is located in a below-street level in front of the building.


It was now time to go back to the Allerton Hotel, a few blocks south at Michigan Avenue and Huron Street.  We completed the registration and went up to our room.  The rooms at the Allerton are small but tastefully designed.  Originally, the hotel was designed as a club for single men.  Accordingly, there is not an abundance of space.  There was a desk and a chair, two night tables and a cabinet for the TV set, in addition to the king size bed.  There were only a few small drawers in which to put our clothing.


That night we decided to forego the dining recommendations of the Frommer’s book, and instead looked for a pub as we walked to the Navy Pier.  We walked about four blocks without seeing anything at all, but then we came upon a building with a lobby restaurant called D-4 Irish Pub.  That pub had everything that we were looking for.  Cathy had the shepherd’s pie.  I had fish & chips and a glass of Smithwick ale.  It filled the bill.


After dinner, we walked the rest of the way to the Navy Pier.  Picture one of the Wildwood, New Jersey piers extending about one-third of a mile out into Lake Michigan and you have a good idea what the Navy Pier looks like.  On the left side were restaurants of all shapes and sizes, a theater, and a large ferris wheel.  On the right side were a variety of sea-going vessels, ranging from speedboats to yachts to tall ships, all offering different types of tours.  In-between were stands offering caramel popcorn and soft drinks.  It was a circus.  But it was late.  We could not stay.  We were concerned about the dark streets and the lateness of the hour; but the transit passes came to the rescue.  The Route 66 bus took us within three blocks of our hotel.


On our second day in Chicago, Cathy relied on the Frommer’s book to take us to the Food Life Market, a food court in a nearby retail building.  It was basic bacon-and-eggs stuff, much like the Corner Bakery, and the food was hot.  After breakfast, we took a bus down Michigan Avenue to the Chicago River.


The Chicago Architectural Foundation sponsors a boat tour on the Chicago River.  Hy Specht, a short, good-natured man, conducted the tour.  Over the next 90-minutes, we cruised up and down the river, enjoying various views of the major buildings along the way.  Chicago was one of the first cities to construct high buildings with structural iron and steel in the 1880s.  And, of course, because of the great fire of 1871 there was plenty of open land and a demand for new buildings.  Most of the 1800-era buildings have been torn down and replaced with more modern structures.  Present day Chicago buildings range in age from those built in the mid-1920s to those, such as the Trump Tower and the Chicago Spire, that are under construction today.  Most of them are modern or postmodern structures.  Specht joked that the Chicago city bird is the yellow construction crane.  It was a very interesting tour.


Immediately after the boat tour, we walked south to Lake Avenue where we caught the Red Line that would take us to Wrigley Field.  We climbed two flights of stairs to an elevated station before we found out that the Red Line was a subway at that point.  Eventually, we went down to the subway entrance and took the first train north.  Seated directly in front of us was a young couple whose ages I would guess to be about 30-ish.  Chad was wearing a Chicago Cubs T-shirt and a Chicago Cubs hat.  Stephanie was trying to pretend that she was just another subway rider who happened to be sitting next to Chad.  Stephanie and Chad were from Omaha, Nebraska.  It was their first time in Chicago.  Chad is a die-hard Cubs fan.  Stephanie works for UPS, which gave us a common point of reference.  Also, she is in the military reserve and has a second tour in Iraq coming up soon.  Chad and Stephanie had tickets for that night’s game against Cincinnati but they wanted to get tickets for the tour that we were taking.
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When we reached Wrigley Field, Chad and Stephanie picked up tickets for the tour and the four of us went around the corner to Murphy’s Bleachers, the Cub fans’ local hangout, to get something to eat and drink before going into the stadium.  The stadium itself was outstanding.  We learned of the background of the stadium; sat in the bleachers area; and even went down on the field and into the dugouts.  As I walked into the Chicago dugout, Chad was a bit ahead of me.  He suddenly stopped, pulled out a cell phone, and called a close friend in Omaha.  He said, “I can’t talk long but right now but I want you to know that I am standing in the Chicago Cubs dugout!”  His friend was impressed.  I was too.


After the Wrigley Field tour, we again boarded the Red Line and went farther north to the Lakefront Campus of Loyola University.  It is an attractive campus.  Students were checking in and orientation activities were taking place.  We stopped for a few minutes at the chapel, which is located right beside the lake.  After a loop around the campus, we returned to the Red Line for the trip back.


Back in Chicago, we tried again at the Signature Room of the Hancock Building.  This time, it was open.  We each had a drink and shared a few crackers with guacamole dip.  The bill was about $50.00.  Easy come; easy go.  It reminded me of the old Windows of the World in New York’s World Trade Center.  On the elevator down from the Signature Room, we struck up a conversation with four older Chicagoans who were on one of their infrequent trips into the city.  They recommended a restaurant called the Gran Lux Cafe, which is owned by the same people who own the Cheesecake Factory.


It was getting late, and we went to a restaurant that we passed on several occasions.  It was called Rosebud.  It is an Italian restaurant.  There was a wait for outside seating but seating was available in the lower level indoors.  Our waitress sounded Italian but she was from Yugoslavia.  The food was definitely Italian; and it was very good (ravioli and eggplant parmesan).  We were stuffed.  Fortunately, it was a short walk back to the hotel.


On Thursday morning, we did not need to find a place for breakfast.  Our first order of business was to go to the Oak Park home and studio of architect Frank Lloyd Wright.  By this time, we were comfortable with Chicago’s public transportation.  The Green Line dropped us off within a few blocks of the Oak Park visitors center.  Wright’s home was just a 3-block walk.  Along the way, we saw several other houses that had been designed by Wright.  One of them looked very much like Falling Water, the spectacular structure in western Pennsylvania, except that this house was built on level ground and there was no running stream.


Wright’s home is a two-story building constructed mainly of thin prairie bricks.  With a roof that extends over the sides of the building like a giant awning, the house gives a dark and foreboding appearance from the outside.  Inside, the place brightened considerably.  The home was a work in progress during the twenty or so years that Wright lived there with his family of six children.  He was constantly renovating and adding to the house.  After he left in 1911, the building eventually became a rooming house.  It was later purchased by a historical organization that is attempting to restore the house to the condition when Wright lived there.


The Wright touch is evident throughout the house.  The rooms seem to flow, one into the other.  A small addition and a bay window allowed one room to be converted into a dining room.  Upstairs, a large room was used as a playroom for the children.  The windows and seating places were built low to accommodate the little people.  At one end of the room was a small nook with a piano keyboard.  Wright wanted the room to have a grand piano but space was severely limited.  When we took the back steps downstairs, we could see that the piano in the children’s room was indeed a grand piano.  Its legs had been removed and the back end of the piano extended through an opening in the wall and stuck out over the back steps.


The studio part of the house consisted of two octagonal rooms connected by a short hallway.  One of the octagons held about six drawing tables.  The other octagon was Wright’s private office.
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Among the other Frank Lloyd Wright buildings in Oak Park is the Unity Temple.  It is a multi-level building that incorporates many of Wright’s design features such as narrow rectangular windows and lighting that has an Asian influence.


Oak Park has a free shuttle service that skirts the community every half-hour.  The shuttle is a six-seat van, much like the one that brought us from the airport.  There is no tour narrative by the driver but, if we asked, she would point out places that we were looking for.  One such place was the home of Ernest Hemmingway.  It is a long way from Pamplona and the running of the bulls.


Before leaving Oak Park, we had lunch at Cosi’s, which was pretty much the same type of sandwich shop as the Cosi’s on St. Joe’s campus in Philadelphia.  From there, it was back on the Green Line and the downtown area of Chicago that they call “The Loop.”


We made a quick stop at the downtown Macy’s.  It was very much like the Wanamaker Building in Philadelphia.  An area of special interest was the center court, which has a barrel vaulted ceiling decorated with Tiffany glass.  On the way out, we bought an umbrella because the weather forecast said there was a 40% chance of rain and it was just beginning to drizzle.  Armed with our new Macy’s umbrella, we did not see any more rain for the rest of the trip.


Thursday evening is a freebie at the Art Institute of Chicago, so that is where we headed at about 6:00 p.m.  Inasmuch as I am no art expert, I am unable to comment on the quality of the paintings but it was interesting.  One thing that I found especially interesting was the display of artifacts from the old Chicago buildings that were demolished to make way for the modern and postmodern buildings.  Some of those artifacts were from buildings designed by Louis Sullivan who was a mentor to a young Frank Lloyd Wright.


After leaving the Art Institute, we walked to the Italian Village about four blocks away.  The restaurant was on the second floor.  It was an old-style Italian restaurant with red-and-white checkered tablecloths, and opera music in the background.  The host led us down the long length of the building, through a short hall and into a small back room.  If he went any farther, we would have been on the elevated tracks.  The small dining room looked like a scene from “The Godfather.”  I was glad that we had the table closest to the door.  Interestingly, in this room the opera music came from a flat screen TV on the back wall.  As one might expect from such a place, they knew how to cook Italian style.  The food was great.


On Friday morning, I decided to go to the hotel’s business center and check my e-mail messages on one of the two available computers.  Bad news!  Bud Foster, one of my grammar school classmates had unexpectedly passed away and the funeral was scheduled for that morning.  There was nothing I could do about that.


The guidebook was not much help when it came to finding a place for breakfast.  They cannot put every restaurant in the city in their book.  In fact, I do not know how they choose the ones that they do put in the book.  We decided to walk a few blocks from the hotel and pick out a place on our route.  Things were not looking good as we walked south on State Street near the Cathedral.  As we came to Chestnut Street, there was a line of people backed up from the entrance of what looked like an apartment building.  We struck up a conversation with a couple at the end of the line.  They said that it was a restaurant.  They expected to be seated within 15 minutes and stated that it was well worth the wait.  They were right on both counts.  It was the Tempo Café and it was a traditional breakfast place, featuring things like omelets, corned beef hash and eggs benedict.


Well fortified with food, we caught a bus down to Millennium Park where we walked along the Pritzker Music Center and poked at the mirror-like sculpture Cloud Gate.  From there, we took the Route 6 bus down to Hyde Park to see another Frank Lloyd Wright building, Robie House.  When we arrived, a tour of the house was about to begin but it was full.  The next one would not be for another 90 minutes.  We decided not to wait.  We took a few photos of Robie House and went back to the bus stop.  Fortunately, a bus was just arriving.  We did not have to wait.


Once back on Michigan Avenue, we decided to take the Route 66 bus to the Navy Pier.  After looking at all of the boats tied up at the pier, we decided to take a 30-minute shoreline tour.  It was interesting and gave us a comprehensive view of the city skyline.


Back at our hotel, we picked out a restaurant from the guidebook, Shaw’s Crab House.  It was located on a low-lying part of Hubbard Street, not far from another Chicago institution The Billy Goat Tavern.  Shaw’s was a well-appointed seafood place but the hostess said that without reservations, there would be a very long wait.  We made reservations for the following night and set out to find another place to eat.


We remembered the recommendation of the people we met at the Hancock Building and went to the Grand Lux.  The restaurant was on the second floor.  It was crowded but we were told that we would only have to wait about 20 minutes or so.  While I walked over to the bar to order two glasses of wine, a couple who were sitting at a table near the bar invited Cathy to sit with them in one of the two extra chairs.  They were from Iowa.  They were waiting for their name to be called for a table in the restaurant.  They were called to their table just as I arrived with the wine.  Standing nearby was another couple, who were ahead of us when we entered the restaurant.  We invited them to use the extra chairs at our table.  This couple was from Detroit.  A friend of theirs had recommended the Grand Lux.  Also, the friend mentioned an after dinner bar at the Drake Hotel that featured a jazz singer who sang all of the old standards.  Within a few minutes, they were called to their table.  Almost immediately, a young couple from Holland occupied the two extra chairs.  We talked for a few minutes and then our table was ready.  The Grand Lux had a complete menu.  We decided on seafood, salmon and mahi mahi.  The food was excellent.


  After dinner, we went north to take a look at the Drake Hotel and its café, the Coq D’Or.  We were told that the Drake Hotel is the residence of Oprah Winfrey.  We did not expect to find Oprah in the lounge, and she did not surprise us.  Paul Maranare, a Tony Bennett-type singer, was performing when we arrived.  He was good.  We ordered drinks and stayed there for about an hour.  Again, it was a good recommendation by people we met on the trip.
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Saturday was our last full day in Chicago.  Cathy had registered online for a tour of Lincoln Park.  The tour was to begin at the Chicago History Museum.  We almost didn’t find it.  Most of the tour maps have a way of leaving out small streets even though strangers might find them helpful.  After walking up the shoreline for about a quarter of a mile, we asked a friendly biker who pointed out a small street that would lead us to the history museum.


Our volunteer guide was Dick Cody, a short man in his mid-seventies.  Dick took us by a number of statues in Lincoln Park and in Lincoln Park Zoo.  The first was a bronze statue known as the “Standing Lincoln.”  It brought back memories.  A few years ago, we visited the studio of the sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens and saw the model of the Lincoln statue.  Similarly, our walk through the zoo brought back memories of Marlin Perkins, the curator of the zoo whose show Zoo Parade was a fixture on television in the 1950s.  Our tour ended in the middle of a farmer’s market near the museum.


By this point, we were pretty hungry.  One of the persons on the tour had mentioned a pub that was in nearby Old Town.  She directed us to Marge’s Still, on Sedgwick Street.  Marge was a well-known bootlegger in her day.  After she died, the place closed mainly because the liquor license expired with her.  Now, new owners obtained a license and completely refurbished the place.  It is a great place for lunch or brunch.


At 5:15 p.m., we attended Mass at the Holy Name Cathedral.  Actually, the Mass was held in the parish center because the cathedral has been undergoing renovations for nearly a year.  Next weekend the Masses will resume in the cathedral.  In the meantime, there were two masses going simultaneously on two different levels of the parish center.


After Mass, we went to Shaw’s Crab House.  The menu was ala Carte except for a fixed price dinner featuring three types of crab.  We opted for the crab special.  When the meal came, it was difficult to get all of the food on the table.  A stainless steel bowl was used as a receptacle for the shells.  The bowl must have been collected and replaced at least five times during the course of the meal.  At the end of the dinner, I had no room for the key lime pie.  We walked back to the hotel.


Promptly at 5:00 a.m. on Sunday, August 24, 2008, the shuttle pulled up to our hotel to start us on the way back to Philadelphia.  It was still dark.  We were the first passengers.  The second pickup stop was at an intersection about ten blocks west.  No one was there.  The driver got out of the van and checked out the buildings on the intersecting street.  In the meanwhile, a taxi pulled up to the curb across the darkened street.  A tall, slender young woman emerged from the taxi.  She briefly peered through the window of the front door of the building and then walked beyond a hedge to the right and made a series of hand-and-arm signals to someone at a window above.  It didn’t last long.  I don’t know what was said but she quickly returned to her cab and it pulled away.  I guess she didn’t have a reservation.


That was the end of our Chicago trip.  It is not the place that we read about or see in gangster movies.  Hog butcher for the world?  Not any more.  Most of the old packing plants are now condominiums.  Husky, brawling city of the big shoulders?  Not really.  It is a very clean city.  The artistic curvature of its postmodern glass buildings reflects a gentrification that Sandburg never saw.  We were impressed.  They are doing something right in Chicago.
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