Christmas in Chicago
1998

[UPDATE: February, 2009—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I’ll be leaving the original text intact but adding
additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said. I’ll also add some additional
scanned photos to enhance the original travelogues.]

LEFT:
The official Chicago
Christmas tree in Daley
Plaza at Dearborn and
Washington in the Loop.
RIGHT:
Margaret Sullivan’s tiny
Christmas tree which
she and David Burrow
set up in their suite at
the Carleton of Oak Park.

Margaret and I had a wonderful time when we spent a week in Chicago a couple of summers ago. Still, there were a lot of
things we would have liked to see on that trip that we didn’t get to see. So, since this was the year that the whole family was spending
the holidays at their in-laws, we decided it would be fun to spend our Christmas in Chicago. The trip was nearly a year in the planning,
and it centered around going to stage shows around the city. With my newly acquired skills on the Internet, we managed to book some
excellent reservations—the backbone of a wonderful trip.
[This would be the first of MANY return trips to Chicago I’d make, pretty much all of which included stays at various
hotels I’d book online. I’d make countless long weekends at holidays and in summers over the next decade, and I’d end up
staying at just about every remotely affordable place near transit—some in the city proper and others as far away as Aurora
and Michigan City, Indiana. While I’d never return to the main hotel where we stayed on this trip, I certainly remember it well.
I also remember many other aspects of this particular trip, many of which I’d repeat again and again.
The notable “first” on this trip was Broadway in Chicago. This was the first time I had decided to go to the theatre
while traveling (with the exception of an included excursion when I went to “Presidential Classroom” in Washington in high
school), something that would become a staple on future trips. I’ve probably charged more than a thousand bucks at
Ticketmaster.com on various show tickets. I’d return to Chicago to see shows in these same theatres and others, and I’d see
plays in numerous cities in three different countries on future trips.]

TUESDAY & WEDNESDAY, December 22 & 23
Algona, Decorah, and Maquoketa, Iowa

Tuesday was our last day of school before the holidays. Like most such days, it was a pretty pointless affair. We waded
through shortened classes in the morning, and then sent the kids off with a candlelight prayer service in the afternoon. [I always liked
that dismissing for the holidays with a prayer service. In recent years our “director of spiritual life” has felt compelled to do

virtually all of our religious services together with Seton Elementary, so we have to go on their schedule. That has turned the
day before Christmas into an even less productive time.] I had already packed my car, so as soon as the bell rang, I headed over
to Margaret’s. I had been fretting a bit about how the weather might be for this trip, but it turned out to be a lovely day, with nothing
terrible in the forecast. We went over to the Pamida store in Waukon, where Margaret did some shopping. Then we had dinner, and
Margaret spent most of the evening packing [she ALWAYS packs at the last minute] and tidying up the house. Before long it was
time to go to bed.
Margaret had in-service at school Wednesday morning, so she was up early to head into Cresco. I heard her leave, and
before long I was up myself. After showering, I drove into Decorah, where I had a leisurely breakfast at McDonalds and bought a
couple of necessities at Wal-Mart [which at the time was right next to McD’s]. Then I went back out to Margaret’s house, watched
some TV, and read a while waiting for her to get back from her meetings.
It turned out to be quite a wait. Margaret had thought her administrators might let the teachers leave a little bit early for the
holidays, but they kept them there all morning. Add to that the 35-mile drive back to Decorah, and it was well into the afternoon by the
time Margaret showed up.
While she was gone, one of Margaret’s co-workers had called. Apparently the co-worker was hosting her family Christmas.
One of her son’s favorite dishes was corned beef, but she couldn’t find it anywhere in Cresco. Margaret had apparently told her that
she had a piece of corned beef in her freezer, and the co-worker was calling to see if she could borrow it. So, once Margaret was home
and packed to leave, we headed back into Decorah to meet the co-worker at McDonalds, where she picked up the meat. I can’t say
corned beef would be my idea of the ideal holiday dish, but I certainly hope it made her son happy.
From Decorah, we drove southeastward to Maquoketa, making surprisingly good time en route. It was still mid-afternoon
when we got to John and Janet’s. They fed us a delightful meal, and—as always happens when I visit there— we stayed up far too late
talking with each other. [We certainly stayed up late, but I’m pretty sure the line about the “delightful” meal was actually
sarcastic. Janet has cooked some wonderful dinners, but at the time she was on a low-carb diet. What we ate was certainly
healthy, but hardly a festive holiday meal.] It was well after midnight when we were finally asleep for the night.

THURSDAY, December 24

Maquoketa, Iowa to Oak Park, Illinois
It was a fairly short night, but we were fairly well rested in the morning. We had our morning coffee, and then all of us were off
fairly early. We were all headed east, roughly paralleling each other’s routes. Margaret and I were going to Chicago, and John and
Janet were headed to her relatives in Milwaukee. About 8:30 we were on our way—ready for the trip to begin for real.
We were taking my new Chevy Metro on the trip. While it’s certainly no problem fitting two people in that little car, fitting a
week’s worth of luggage and numerous bulky Christmas gifts is another matter. Somehow we managed to get everything in there,
though. [While both were “subcompacts”, the Metro was notably smaller than its predecessor, a Dodge Colt. The hatchback
is also more awkward, making luggage storage more difficult. The Metro has consistently gotten 5 – 10 mpg better mileage
than the Colt, though, so I can’t really complain.]
We headed south from Maquoketa on U.S. 61, the new expressway that will soon head right beside John and Janet’s house,
linking the Quad Cities with Dubuque. [They’ve since finished it, and while it is quite close to J&J’s, it’s further than they had
imagined it might be. Nearby businesses disturb them, but the highway really doesn’t.] At DeWitt we turned east on U.S. 30.
We stopped briefly at a Casey’s convenience store in Clinton, where we got gas, as well as some doughnuts. Then we crossed the
Mississippi into Illinois.
Illinois will never be known for the high quality of their two-lane roads, and U.S. 30 is no exception. We wound our way
through a number of small towns I’d never heard of before, gradually counting down the miles to “Aurora” on the distance signs. I
remember seeing some lovely old Victorian homes in some of these towns, but what I remember most clearly was seeing countless gas
stations that were either out of business or closed to have their tanks replaced. In the late 1980s, Congress passed a law that required
all gas stations to install leak-resistant tanks by the beginning of 1999. Apparently most of the gas stations in rural Illinois were just now
getting around to meeting the requirements of that law. In the newspapers I read station owners who were complaining that the
regulation was going to bankrupt them. I really don’t have a lot of sympathy with that. They had a full decade to bring their stations into
compliance. If they were smart, they would have saved up for the change, and it wouldn’t have been any big deal. That they were too
stupid to do that certainly isn’t Congress’ fault. Oh well, I’m glad we bought gas back in Clinton.
Eventually we got to Rock Falls, where we merged onto I-88, otherwise known as the East-West Tollway. [It’s now officially
the Ronald Reagan Technology Corridor Tollway.] I-88 is really quite a lovely road, and worth every penny of the $2.70 it costs.
Both it and I-80 run from the Quad Cities to Chicagoland, but I-88 is both slightly longer and toll, which means most of the truck traffic
avoids it. For most of its length I-88 is relatively empty, and it’s a pleasant drive across the plains. [That has definitely changed. 88
probably carried more traffic than 80 through most of Illinois these days.] In fact, it’s easy to get lulled almost to sleep [still
true—it really is a boring road], but any such feelings disappear instantly at about Milepost 100, where the cornfields end and the wall
of condominiums begins. There’s the suburban sprawl of Aurora, the office parks of Naperville, the luxury addresses of Lisle and
Downers Grove, and the lush corporate headquarters of Oak Brook. Then there are the more traditional suburbs of Westchester and

Elmhurst, where I-88 merges into the mammoth Eisenhower Expressway to continue its journey into the city. We followed the
Eisenhower (I-290) past Broadview, Bellwood, Maywood, and Forest Park, before taking a left exit onto Illinois highway 43, which
everyone here refers to as Harlem Avenue. [Indeed, like most roads in Chicagoland, the fact that it carries a highway is pretty
much irrelevant.]
Harlem is an extremely busy thoroughfare that runs almost the full length of Chicagoland through the near western suburbs. It
is apparently a major truck route, and traffic here was about as annoying as anything we faced on the trip. Fortunately we only had to
drive about a mile north. We turned onto Pleasant Street and managed to find a parking place directly across the street from our
destination, the Carleton Hotel, a modest brick building on a tree-lined suburban street. I parked, and Margaret sat and watched our
luggage as I checked in.
Nearly a year ago I had reserved a suite at the
Carleton. [Like many of the trips Margaret and I had done,
this was planned WELL ahead of time.] I chose it from the
scores of hotels I could book on-line mostly for its proximity both
to the interstate and to public transportation. It was described as
“an old, European-style hotel, with lots of character”. That was
certainly evident from the moment I entered the building. The
dark-wood lobby was certainly the most elegant I’ve seen in this
country. It reminded me slightly of the prestigious hotel we
stayed at on the Zócalo in Mexico City. While the Carleton didn’t
have the big brass birdcages or the open elevators that the Gran
Hotel had, it was elegant nonetheless. Victorian furniture was
staged around a formal fireplace, and a lovely chandelier hung
from the ceiling. Perhaps most striking, though, were two huge
mahogany tables—one in the entryway and the other in the
center of the lobby—that were topped by the most enormous
poinsettia plants I have ever seen.
The rest of the public areas were also quite nice. The
elevators feature brass doors and fixtures and carved mahogany
interiors. As we rode up to the second floor, Christmas carols
Poinsettia in lobby of the Carleton – Oak Park, Illinois
wafted softly in the background of the elevator. Upstairs, the
hallways were lined with plaster bas-reliefs: busts, floral and feather patterns, swords and armor—practically anything you could sculpt
out of plaster. The hallway lighting alternated between formal chandeliers and brass electric candles hanging from the walls.
The majority of the rooms didn’t live up to the elegance of the public areas. We passed a few rooms that the maids were
cleaning, and most were no different than you’d see at any motel anywhere. If anything, they were a little on the tacky side, and most
decidedly not worth the $90-$100 pricetag they fetched. [They’re a minimum of $150 these days, and even less worth that
amount.] Fortunately, ours was not the majority of the rooms. Twice before in my life I have stayed in something that was called a
suite. Once was in Minneapolis, at a place called the Luxeford. That suite was little more than an oversized motel room. It had two
large areas (one with a hide-a-bed couch and one with a normal bed) separated by a microscopic kitchenette with little more than a
microwave. [I’d later stay in several chain motel “suites” that were basically the same set-up.] The other time was in Russia, in
what was then called Leningrad (now St. Petersburg). The Hotel Europevskaya, where we stayed, was where the czars entertained
their guests, and our enormous suite there exuded old world elegance.
Our suite at the Carleton was neither extreme, but happily for us it was much closer to the Europevskaya than the Luxeford.
I’m not sure I had ever imagined a hotel “room” could be as large as this one was. It literally was larger than my apartment. The center
of the suite was a large formal sitting room, with two full-sized velvet couches, a large television, and numerous pieces of incidental
furniture. The bedroom was quite large, but its king-sized bed made it seem smaller than it actually was. It, too, had a TV, as well as
assorted chests and dressers. The dining room was comparatively small, but quite formal and elegant. A dark-wood table perched
under a chandelier, surrounded by built-in china storage. The kitchen was the smallest of the rooms, but it was more than adequate.
Instead of just a microwave and coffee maker, we had a full kitchen: refrigerator, stove and oven, microwave, sink and drainboard, and
more cupboards than I have at home. There was also a serviceable bathroom (the least interesting part of the suite) and an enormous
entryway that could almost qualify as another room. In addition, there was storage everywhere. The entryway had two large closets,
and there was a walk-in closet off the sitting room. The bedroom had another large closet, and there were little nooks and crannies all
over the place that provided additional storage.
There were also windows all over the place. Most provided a rather uninspiring view of the roof of the lobby area downstairs,
but from the sitting room and dining room we had a lovely view of Pleasant Street, which at night was lined with trees whose branches
were lighted up for the holidays. As I wandered about the place, I felt like Jackie Kennedy or John Lennon or one of those reclusive
writers who lives in an exclusive apartment hotel. [Were I to write this today, I might mention Alex Rodriguez. He’s been all over
the news lately, and he also lives in an apartment hotel.] That’s not what the Carleton is (it’s mostly businessmen they cater to here
[and families visiting people who live in Oak Park]), but it provided a fair enough facsimile. [Adding to this was looking out the
windows onto a residential street.] It was instantly clear that this would be a most enjoyable place to spend the holidays.

[The only real problem with our suite at the Carleton was that
it had only one bed—which would, of course, have been fine if
Margaret and I were a couple. Since we weren’t, she took the bed, and
I slept on one of the couches in the sitting room. It wasn’t a hide-abed, though, just a couch—and not a very comfortable one at that. In
fact it was just about the least comfortable place I’ve slept in my life.]
The elegance and fun atmosphere doesn’t come cheap, of course,
but by big city standards the Carleton’s suites aren’t that expensive either.
We paid $140 a night [it would be around $200 today]. I’m pretty sure
that’s the most I’ve ever paid for a hotel room [and is still pretty close to
the top], but we could have spent more for a plain hotel room in the Loop
or on Michigan Avenue. [These days you don’t find even the most
basic rooms downtown for much under $200, and a suite would push
$500.]
Splitting the cost in half (and given that many of our other
expenses were taken care of ahead of time), it wasn’t all that bad to pay for.
I can’t say I’ll rush back, but I’ve certainly spent money more foolishly in my
life.
Oak Park, the community where the Carleton is located, is a
fascinating place. It’s technically a suburb, yet it’s more densely populated
than most of the city of Chicago. Oak Park’s boundaries are sharply
defined by streets—Austin Avenue on the east, Harlem on the west,
Roosevelt Road on the south, and the aptly named North Avenue on the
north. The entire “village” (as all the suburbs in Chicagoland are called) is
about three square miles (one mile east to west, three north to south),
which means Algona covers a larger area than Oak Park does. Yet that tiny
area is home to 60,000 people. Except for a handful of residents who can
afford pricey old mansions (many designed by the local favorite son, Frank
Lloyd Wright [actually Wright didn’t design anything residential here,
except for his own home]), everyone here lives in apartments. Most are
modest three to five story buildings, not unlike our hotel, but others tower
ten to twenty stories in the air.

Dining Table in Suite 206
Carleton – Oak Park, Illinois

Oak Park is one of the oldest suburbs in America. It was founded well over a century ago, when horse-drawn streetcars first
made their way west from the Loop. It was designed to be a place where the well heeled could retreat from all the hubbub of the city.
The oldest part of town (about half a mile north of our hotel) features some of the loveliest homes in Chicagoland, many of which are
listed on the National Register of Historic Places. They include spacious lawns with beautiful shade trees—the antithesis of the housing
projects I think of in the city. [Interestingly, these days the mostly abandoned sites of the former projects are some of the most
open areas in Chicago. They’ve essentially become strips of skuzzy parkland for the dense rowhouse neighborhoods
nearby.]
As time passed, Oak Park became more middle class. By the turn of the century, the elevated tracks had made their way out
to Oak Park, and today two different el lines serve seven stops in the village. For many years, as the city became more black and
Hispanic, Oak Park and its neighbors became centers of white flight. To their credit, the village leaders decided back in the ‘70s to
make a conscious effort to integrate Oak Park peacefully. Today it is one of the most ethnically diverse places in Chicagoland. It is
bordered to the east by an almost exclusively black part of the city, to the south by the mostly Hispanic suburb of Berwyn, and to the
west by lily white River Forest [and mostly black Forest Park]. Oak Park’s population includes all these groups, as well as a
substantial number of Asians. Recently they’ve added to the diversity by making a push to welcome gay people of all races. They’ve
done this while managing to keep property values high, and the overall feeling in the community prosperous and peaceful. It’s too bad
so many other places can’t seem to accomplish the same thing. [Actually, many have; I’ve seen similar diversity in inner suburbs
across the country, as well as in “suburban” areas that lie within the boundaries of major cities.]
Most of Oak Park, regardless of race or sexual preference [and there are A LOT of gay people there], is wealthy.
Nonetheless, many of its business areas are rather run down and frankly tacky. [They’ve done a bit of urban renewal in recent
years, though it’s still not a place that I’d go out of my way for shopping.] Most of the real business has been consolidated into a
snooty new mall, and the rest appears to have fled to the more distant suburbs. Except for that mall, about all you’ll see along Harlem
Avenue is a seedy strip of liquor stores, bars, laundromats, tattoo parlors, pawn shops, and somewhat questionable bookstores. There
are quite a few beggars in Oak Park, too, and it’s fascinating that the majority of them are white. The official “downtown” area (which is
basically an old highway strip from the ‘40s) is somewhat nicer, but it tends more toward boutiques and antique dealers than real
stores. [That really shouldn’t have been a surprise; “real” stores don’t locate in suburban downtowns.]
While we spent a lot of time here, I’m pretty sure neither Margaret nor I really got to know Oak Park in the sense we have
some other places we have visited. I think the biggest problem is that it’s mostly residential, and unless you actually are able to visit
someone’s home, it’s hard to get to know a residential place. Despite its many quirks, I generally liked the place (and it made an
excellent base camp for exploring the city), but I don’t know that I’ll be rushing back soon. [I have gone back a few times since,

among other things seeing the “must see” Frank Lloyd Wright home and studio. Even accounting for that attraction, I’d still
say Oak Park is basically a cross between a college town (though there is no college there) and a boring suburb.]
After we unpacked, the first item on my agenda was parking the car. Oak Park forbids overnight parking on all its streets, so
this was a priority. As dense as Oak Park is, it was not really a surprise that the Carleton didn’t have that sea of parking I’m used to at
most of the motels I stay at. Instead they had three small lots, all fairly near, but not adjacent to the hotel. I ended up parking about a
block away in a tiny lot that lined an alley next to some apartments. It reminded me of a college town, where there seem to be cars
parked in every inch of available space.
I mentioned earlier that one of the reasons we chose the Carleton was its proximity to public transportation. Here it couldn’t
have been much handier. The main entrance to the hotel was about a block from Harlem/Lake terminal of the CTA’s green line el.
Indeed, the back of the hotel all but butted up against the tracks. It’s probably good that we were in the front, where the noise from the
trains was substantially less. There were three possible routes from the hotel to the el. The most attractive, but least desirable was
past Marion Street, just east of the hotel. The snooty stores and restaurants all had elegant window displays, and the buildings were all
lighted up in red and green at night. This route, though, was also a favorite of the beggars that plague downtown Oak Park. To save
ourselves from their assault, we generally opted for the other routes. Harlem Avenue, which I’ve already described, didn’t look like
much, but there was never any question but what it was safe—even after dark. [Marion was also safe—just annoying.] The biggest
problem with Harlem was crossing the street [as the ‘L’ entrance was on the far side] with all the heavy traffic.
We soon found that the best route was through an alley just west of our hotel. While I’d not normally choose a back alley over
a main street, this one was well lit and perfectly safe. The beggars avoided it, as did the traffic. We only had the occasional delivery
truck to contend with. We also got to see just what the local restaurants threw out with their trash each day. There was quite a bit of
what looked like perfectly good produce piled up in the alley, not to mention a curious block of ice and smaller chips that had broken off
of it. The ice never melted the whole time we were there (even though the temperature got well above freezing at times).
The alley dropped off right at an auxiliary entrance to the el station. This station also serves the Metra commuter railroad
(which continues west all the way to Aurora) [it’s actually primarily the Metra entrance], and there was major construction here as
they built a passageway between the CTA and Metra platforms. While ours was technically the secondary entrance, nearly half the
station’s traffic seemed to come and go through here. It was rare that we were ever alone when we passed through the turnstiles.
Long before this trip I had purchased five-day visitor passes from the CTA’s website. For $18 these allowed us to travel
anywhere we wanted to on the train system (and also the bus system, had we dared to figure that out). [I’ve since taken CTA buses
numerous times; it’s actually one of the easiest bus systems anywhere.] The passes are the size and shape of a credit card, but
made of a thinner plastic. They have a magnetic strip on the back that is you scan in the turnstile when you enter the system. [The
standard CTA farecards are the same—as are New York’s metrocards.] The first time you scan them, the passes become valid,
and they remain so for exactly 120 hours. [A big advantage of Chicago’s passes over those in other cities is that they are not
calendar based. Because of that, if you first use them in the afternoon, you can use them in the morning of the day you end a
trip at no additional cost.] The biggest advantage to the passes is that they make short trips reasonable. When Margaret and I were
here before, we were forever shelling out $1.50 at a time, and when it wasn’t all that long a trip we seriously considered if taking the
train was worth it. With a pre-paid pass, essentially all our trips were free (and it doesn’t take very many $1.50 trips to add up to the
$18 we paid ahead of time). Especially in winter, when neither of us wanted to walk if we didn’t have to, it was nice not to have to worry
about paying for the train.
The green line is the oldest of Chicago’s transit lines, and it’s the only one that is elevated for its entire length. In Oak Park the
CTA trains run on an embankment that they share with freight trains and with Metra. The Harlem, Oak Park, Ridgeland, and Austin
stops all serve Oak Park. Austin marks the Chicago city limits, and just past there the train leaves the embankment and switches to an
old steel elevated structure that runs above Lake Street for six more miles into the Loop. Except for the diverse population in Oak Park,
rd
the green line el serves an almost exclusively black clientele. [The Hyde Park area near the East 63 terminal at the other end of
the line is also diverse. At the time Barack Obama would have just recently moved there.] The west side and the south side are
Chicago’s well-known black ghettos; the green line starts on the west side, curves past downtown, and ends up on the south side.
While there was almost always at least one other white rider on the train, Margaret and I were definitely in the minority.
Let me briefly describe the west side green line route, since we became extremely familiar with it over the course of our stay.
The line begins adjacent to that snooty mall at Harlem and Lake. It passes a number of ritzy high rise apartments before the Oak Park
stop, which is next to the closest thing the village has to a “real” downtown. Margaret and I repeatedly noticed a store along Oak Park
Avenue with a huge sign that said “ANANA”. We kept pondering what they could possibly sell. Eventually I found out it specialized in
used and imported clothing. I still have no clue what the name is supposed to mean. [Like many such stores, it was short-lived; the
location now houses something else.]
The next stop was Ridgeland. Most prominent there was a big Dominick’s supermarket that appeared to keep banker’s hours.
Most of the times we went past there, they were closed. After that was Austin. On the Oak Park side of Austin Avenue was an Aldi
grocery store; I couldn’t help but notice that most of the beggars in Oak Park carried Aldi bags with them; I suppose this is where they
got them. The Chicago side of the avenue is the start of a handsome little neighborhood. Austin was once an independent village, and
they have a lovely old town hall with a formal square around it. The tree-lined side streets feature well-kept homes, many of which had
greenery or lights around their entrances. Austin is almost universally black, but it is one of the most middle class parts of the city of
Chicago.

The neighborhood gets gradually worse as the train heads east toward Central and Laramie. There are lots of vacant lots
around here, and the buildings that stand are often in disrepair. Then there’s Cicero, an enormous new station that seems to be in the
middle of nowhere. The only thing remotely close is the enormous Brach’s candy factory, which stretches on north of the el tracks for
about half a mile. Lots of people got on and off at Cicero, even though the candy plant was obviously closed most of the time we were
there. I suppose they must have been catching buses; there certainly weren’t many houses anywhere close. [Cicero Avenue,
though, is one of the busiest streets in Chicago.]
Pulaski, the next stop, was also the busiest station west of downtown. It marked the halfway point between Oak Park and the
Loop. In both directions, just past Pulaski the train operators repeated the standard announcement: “Smoking, littering, and radio
playing are prohibited, and please do not lean against the doors.” Beyond Pulaski was Kedzie, which began a two-mile string of public
housing that continued past California and on to the Ashland station. The western end of the public housing is mostly abandoned.
Further east there are equally dilapidated high rises, but people obviously live in them. This was especially evident at Christmas, when
many of the windows were lined with strings of lights. Chicago has been working hard to replace the old high rise housing projects.
This was evident at the east end of the complex, near Ashland. Here the towers had been torn down and replaced with modern
rowhouses. While no one will confuse them with the luxury condos in the suburbs, the rowhouses look much nicer than the old
“ghettos in the sky”. Each has its own small lawn, which is far superior to the concrete courtyards that separated the towers. We often
saw children playing outdoors as we rode past on the train. The people seem to appreciate having a decent place to live. They seem
to be keeping them up well, and almost everyone had Christmas lights in their entryways or windows.
[They’ve since added a station that is new, but also historic, between Kedzie and California. Central Park station is
located in the middle of Garfield Park, a beautiful and heavily used park that used to be all but inaccessible from the ‘L’. It is
also steps away from one of my favorite destinations in the city, the Garfield Park Conservatory (a beautiful botanic center).
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The station was abandoned at another site and was moved to this location and restored to the way it looked in the 19
Century. It really is a gorgeous station in a beautiful setting.]
Beyond the public housing complex there is about a mile-long industrial district that extends to the edge of downtown. [The
West Loop area is also one of the most rapidly gentrifying areas of the city. Much of what looks industrial is actually old
warehouses that have been converted to apartments.] The most interesting thing in this area is where the train passes over the
Kennedy Expressway and then the outlying tracks from Union and Northwestern Railroad Stations. The Clinton station connects
directly with Northwestern station [now officially the Ogilvie Transportation Center—which is actually about two blocks south of
the ‘L’ station], and it pretty much marks the start of the downtown area.
Today we continued east to Clark/Lake station, which we came to refer to as “the mixmaster” on our last trip to Chicago.
Again today we changed trains at the mixmaster. We headed down to the subway and boarded a westbound blue line train. It was
mid-afternoon, but we still hadn’t had lunch. Our plan was to eat at a Mexican restaurant I had heard about that was supposed to be
near the Kedzie stop on the Douglas branch of the blue line [now called the pink line].
We followed the blue line through Pilsen, a neighborhood that was originally settled by Czechs but is now primarily Mexican.
While Pilsen is poor, it’s a surprisingly well-kept area of century-old single family homes on impossibly tiny lots. They had just had a
dusting of snow, and the rooftops glistened as we rode past. [In any season this “slum” is one of the most picturesque parts of
Chicago.] We exited at Kedzie and walked south along the avenue of that name toward Cermak Road (a.k.a. 22nd Street), the main
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business thoroughfare of Hispanic Chicago. It turned out to be a longer walk than we expected. The el station is at 19 and Kedzie,
th
and we walked past 26 Street, almost a full mile south. While our legs got tired, it was a fascinating hike. The neighborhood is grimier
up close than it appears from the train, but it was still mostly pleasant. It was also very Hispanic, full of the same vibrant life I
remembered from Mexico City. [I really love the Hispanic parts of Chicago. One of the reasons I’ve been back to the city so
many times is that I love the vibrancy I find just walking the streets there.]
Just as we were about to call it quits and turn around, we saw the sign for Mi Tierra. While it was far past lunchtime from most
Americans’ point of view, we were right in the middle of the lunch crowd by Hispanic standards. The place was bustling, but we were
seated without any problem. Both Margaret and I enjoyed some delicious and authentic Mexican dishes. The restaurant building itself
was quite interesting, too. It was a simple stucco building with tile floors. They had really decked it out for the holidays, though. There
were tissue paper decorations hanging from the ceiling and a lovely carved nativity scene displayed prominently. Margaret noticed that,
in accordance with the Mexican tradition, the Holy Family was not yet in the center of the crèche. Instead, each day they moved closer
and closer. Tonight being Christmas Eve, they would finally make it to the manger. The wise men, of course, were even further
behind; they wouldn’t arrive at center stage until Epiphany on January 6.
There was a mixed clientele at the restaurant. The hostess seemed to know instinctively whether to greet people in English or
Spanish, and while the waitress obviously spoke mostly Spanish, she was able to take our order efficiently in English. The food was
excellent, and we had a fun time just sitting and people-watching as we ate.
[Mi Tierra had been reviewed on WGN’s News at Nine, and it sounded like an interesting place to eat. I think this was
the first time I’d eaten at a place because of a favorable review. It turned out to be a very pleasant restaurant. I’ve read
several places that Chicago has the best Mexican food in America (more authentically Mexican than what they serve in the
Southwest), and Mi Tierra is definitely one of the nicest places I’ve had Mexican food.]

After lunch we headed back north
along Kedzie.
We stopped briefly at
Supermercado Cuahautemoc, one of several
Mexican grocery stores in the neighborhood.
They had all the things you’d find in any
supermarket, together with numerous foods
imported from Latin America. They also had
lots of religious items; Margaret and I each
bought devotional candles which decorated
our suite over the holidays. Margaret also
bought a half dozen freshly made tamales
from the store’s deli. She claimed these
were a traditional Christmas food among
Mexicans, although after tasting one of
them, to me they seem more like a penance
than a festive food. [I think it was both the
first and last time I tried tamales.] The
store was fascinating, though, and I’m very
glad we stopped.
We walked back to the Kedzie el
station and took the train back downtown.
We got off at Washington and Dearborn, the
site of Daley Plaza. This small open space
is the location of the city’s official holiday
Devotional candles and an old time radio at the Carleton—Oak Park, Illinois
celebration. Tucked in amid the skyscrapers
are Santa’s cottage in Chicago, an elegant, nearly life-sized nativity scene, and a huge brass menorah. At the center of everything was
the official Chicago Christmas tree, a thirteen-story evergreen adorned with window-sized balls and bows. Enormous as it was, I must
confess I was somewhat disappointed in the giant tree. Having seen pictures of Rockefeller Center and the White House at Christmas
time, I somehow imagined that big public trees were unimaginably large. Looking back at my snapshots of the Chicago tree, my bet is
I would have been disappointed seeing Rockefeller Center or the National tree up close, too. No tree is big enough to compete with
skyscrapers. When you consider just how tall thirteen stories is (well over 100 feet tall), Chicago’s official tree was truly enormous.
Next to buildings that were fifty stories and higher, though, it just didn’t look that impressive.
What to me was more impressive was the
forest of decorative trees planted along the sidewalks
all over the Loop. In summer these provide a bit of
greenery amid the drab cement and steel. In winter
their bare branches are ablaze with string after string
of white lights. I’ve seen this effect on a small scale in
smaller cities, but they were nothing in comparison to
the grand light show here. The main shopping
thoroughfares, State Street and Michigan Avenue, are
literally lined for miles with glowing branches. These
spill out onto the lesser streets all over the downtown
area. It was not yet dark, but the shadows were
growing longer, and the lovely trees provided a warm
touch on a chilly afternoon. I thought of children’s
books describing fairyland as I gazed out at the neverending lines of tiny lights.
The sidewalk trees were just the beginning of
the glowing display downtown. The city’s official
decorations, large snowflakes sculpted in white lights,
hang from the streetlights at about third-floor level. In
many of the skyscrapers, the atrium or lobby area
housed a huge Christmas tree that was visible to
passersby. Shop windows were decked out for the
holidays, and even many of the drab backsides of the
downtown el stations were dressed up with holiday
artwork drawn in Christmas lights. I couldn’t help but
Sidewalk trees near the Thompson Center
hear the song “Silver Bells” in my head as we walked
Chicago, Illinois
around downtown. Indeed the stoplights did blink a
bright red and green as the shoppers rushed home with their treasures (in red bags from Carson, Pirie, Scott and green bags from
Marshall Field’s). Even the blinking marquees of the restored downtown theatres added to the festive display. [Unlike many people,

my picture of an ideal Christmas is urban rather than rural. This “Silver Bells” holiday in Chicago is about as close to the
ideal as I could imagine.]

ABOVE: Public nativity at Daley Plaza
RIGHT: Oriental Theatre – Chicago, Illinois
We enjoyed the decorations at length, but eventually the
frigid weather got the best of us. We stopped into a nearby
McDonalds for a cup of hot coffee. Our table faced out onto
Dearborn Street, and I was intrigued to see how urban fast food
places take their deliveries. Here at the Algona McDonalds, semis
stop by about twice a week, usually in the late morning hours, just
before the lunch rush. They pull around and block off the drive-through window, and employees empty the contents directly into the
back of the restaurant. Needless to say, the McDonalds at Washington and Dearborn does not have a drive-through window. They
occupy two floors in the corner of a skyscraper, with no direct access to anywhere but the sidewalk—so, it’s the sidewalk where their
deliveries are made. While we were eating a small delivery truck with a McDonalds logo parked on Dearborn Street with its emergency
flashers running. The driver opened up a grate in the sidewalk and revealed a contraption that looped a lot like a dumbwaiter. He sent
boxes of supplies down to the basement level, where presumably employees organized them in some sort of a storeroom. From our
vantage point, many of the boxes just seemed to be swallowed up by the sidewalk. It really was a fascinating sight.
We walked a couple of blocks north to the Clark and Lake mixmaster and then took a green line train back to Oak Park. It was
rush hour, and the train was busy, but far from packed. This being Christmas Eve, many people had gotten off work early, so the
normal rush was much more spread out. This time we took the Harlem Avenue exit from the el station, which I remember for an
enormous banner in the stairwell that said “Go, Green Line!”—as if there were some sort of competition among the el lines and the
stationmaster were a cheerleader.
Margaret’s camera didn’t seem to be working properly, so she wanted to buy some batteries for it. Just south of the station
was an Osco drug store, which seemed to be about the only thing open in Oak Park on Christmas Eve. The place was packed, but we
managed to wade through the crowd and find the camera section. Margaret found and bought the correct batteries, but even then her
camera didn’t work properly. As it turned out, the quick snapshots from my cheap camera were just about our only record of the trip.
1
Back at the hotel, we did a bit of decorating for the holidays. Margaret had bought a tiny Christmas tree (about /30 the size of
the tree in Daley Plaza). We set it up in a corner of the siting room, draped it with such sentimental ornaments as the needlepoint
twelve days of Christmas that my Aunt Alaire has given us over the years, and then arranged our gifts around it. The gifts (which
included those from the whole family, as well as just from each other) truly dwarfed the miniature tree, but the overall effect was quite
nice. We also set out the Hispanic devotional candles and a few other holiday touches. They provided a homey touch and brightened
up the suite nicely.

I can’t imagine celebrating Christmas without going to church, and even as visitors in an unfamiliar city, there was no question
but what we would go to Christmas Eve services. As it turned out, we went to church twice (or maybe three times, depending on your
point of view). The first event was a 7:00 service at the Chicago Temple, a huge Methodist church downtown. So, we made our way
back to the el and re-traced our path back to Daley Plaza.
Chicago Temple is literally a skyscraper. It sits on a small lot amid glass towers that house bank headquarters and legal
offices. The shaft of the building is a simple cement tower that rises about thirty-five floors. Most of this is rented out as offices, which
is apparently how the church makes most of its money. Above that offices are the equivalent of ten more stories of pseudo-Gothic
ornamentation. This includes the church hall and meeting rooms, the parsonage, and a so-called “chapel in the sky” that guidebooks
describe as the highest chapel anywhere. Higher still an enormous steeple that most small-town churches could comfortably fit inside

of. The steeple mostly houses the furnace, air conditioning, and other service equipment for the building.
ornamentation, though. It was lit up tonight, literally beckoning passersby into the church.

It’s a nice piece of

After going through the main entrance, we found
ourselves in a lobby not unlike that of any large office building.
There were brass-doored elevators leading up to the offices, but
no clear directions on where the church itself is. Fortunately
there were ushers standing beside a series of nondescript
doors. We took bulletins from them and entered the main
sanctuary.
The interior of the church is fascinating. Perhaps its
most interesting feature is that it has no true windows. The
sanctuary covers the equivalent of several stories on the inside
of the building. All around it are offices with windows facing out
to the street. While there is no natural light inside the
sanctuary, if you didn’t know where you were, you might not
notice it. The whole sanctuary is lined by a series of lovely
stained glass “windows” set out from the wall and backlit with
fluorescent lights. The dead give-away for this was how brightly
lit the windows were at night. It was as if the sun were
streaming in (from two directions at once) well after sunset.
The windows are just part of what could easily be the interior of
a great cathedral. It is really a gorgeous building.
The service was also very impressive. I’ve been to far
too many Methodist services in recent years where the point of
the service seemed to be to make people feel good, rather than
to worship the Lord. This church made it clear that it prided
itself on its “diversity”, and I was not expecting much going into
the service. It turned out, though, to be a quite formal, most
reverent service that really brought out the Christmas spirit in
me. The church has several ministers (representing all the
city’s many ethnic groups), and all participated in leading the
Chicago Temple (in the daytime)
various prayers. We sang several traditional carols (with only the occasional word altered for politically correct purposes) to the
accompaniment of truly spectacular organ music. The organist, who I’d judge to be a music student at an area university, was truly
gifted; he brought the life of an old movie palace Wurlitzer into this grand old pipe organ and really sent those old hymns soaring to the
heavens. The head pastor was, oddly enough, from Mississippi, and some of his illustrations actually rang a bell with me. His sermon
urged us to remember the poor and homeless—what better message could there be at Christmas? They had a “come and go as you
please” communion, where each of us in the congregation could kneel at the altar as long as we pleased for our own personal prayers.
This was exactly what I imagined a big-city Christmas service should be. It was at once grand and intimate, and there was no question
but hat God was welcome here in His house. It really the best possible way we could have spent our Christmas Eve.
[Chicago Temple remains one of my favorite churches anywhere. If I lived in Chicago, I would be a member. Even
living hundreds of miles away, I’ve made a point of going back there on multiple occasions. I’m planning to be back there
again this coming Easter. It’s exactly what a big city church should be, and it’s the sort of church I wish I had the option of
going to in Iowa.]
The downtown decorations were really spectacular when we left the church. We walked through the brisk evening air back to
the el and then headed back to Oak Park. We still weren’t very hungry after our late lunch, and this was fortunate since almost nothing
was open on Christmas Eve. By the time we got back, even Osco was closed. We munched on some cheese and crackers back at
the hotel and just sat around and chatted for a while. [Margaret had brought along cheese balls, which some group at her school
apparently sells each Christmas.] Then, before long, we were off to church again.
This time we took the el only one station east, to Oak Park Avenue. We walked one block north and then two blocks west to
one of Oak Park’s most famous buildings, Unity Temple. This place of worship was one of the few public buildings designed by Frank
Lloyd Wright. It still serves the same parish of which he was a member—the Unitarian community of Oak Park.
Much of Frank Lloyd Wright’s architecture is a style I’d say I appreciate, but don’t really like. Unity Temple was no exception.
There were certainly features here and there that were lovely, but the overall effect was gloomy and imposing. Worst was the incredibly
dim lighting. Perhaps they were trying to set a mood for the midnight service, but about all it did was lull me to sleep. Architecture
critics supposedly praise Unity Temple, saying there is not a bad seat in the house. I think it would be more accurate to say there is not
a good seat. The main part of the sanctuary is a sunken well that serves as the stage for “theatre in the round” church services. Rising
abruptly from that well are three levels of balconies featuring some of the most uncomfortable pews I have ever sat in. (To their credit,
whenever the dim light was putting me to sleep, the hard pews woke me up again.) All of the seats seem distant from the action, and I

got the feeling of being detached—as if I were off in a private box watching a spectacle, rather than part of a congregation worshipping
the Lord.
Unity Temple is built entirely out
of cement. That was apparently a novel
feature in its day. Today, for a house of
worship, all that cement makes the place
look dumpy. The inside is painted in that
old hospital green color that we all
learned to hate in elementary school.
From the ceiling hang lamps with those
gold and brown glass shades for which
Wright was famous. The detailing on the
walls is all Art Deco-ish horizontal lines.
Sad to say of the work of a great
architect, but the main feeling I had of the
church was embarrassment for how
hopelessly dated it had become. It’s
fascinating that an old cathedral can look
as beautiful and moving as it did a
millennium ago, while this sixty-year-old
“temple” just looked tacky.
After
attending
Christmas Eve services at Unity Temple,
Margaret remarked that she had done her
penance for the season. Rarely have I
seen a more downbeat, dreary church
service, and never have I been to such a
Unity Temple (by day)
service at the holidays. On reading more
of Unitarianism, it seems odd to me that they celebrated Christmas at all at Unity Temple. You see, Unitarians don’t exactly believe in a
human Jesus in the sense most Christians do. The whole concept of “Unity” contrasts with the “Trinity” that is at the heart of both
Catholic and Protestant doctrine. In many ways Unitarianism seems more a philosophy than a religion, and for a lot of the members
here it seemed to be a compromise “faith” in mixed Christian/Jewish or Christian/Buddhist marriages. Perhaps that’s why they seemed
unable to celebrate Christmas in anything remotely resembling a festive way.
The program began at 11:30 with what was called “an offering of music”. Reading that ahead of time, I pictured a little hymnsing of some old carols. Oh, no! Instead we suffered through a trio of semi-professional musicians playing classical chamber music on
harpsichord and strings. The music was scheduled to take half an hour; in fact it was more than 45 minutes. Next there seemed to be
some special liturgy for lighting what they called “the great light”, a big oil lamp that hung next to the speakers’ podium in that well at the
center of the church.
The main part of the service alternated between readings and congregational music. All but one of the readings were from
non-Biblical sources, and most of them seemed to have little to do with one another, with Christmas, or with anything at all, for that
matter. The last reading was from the Gospel of John. I was all prepared for “the word became flesh”, the most abstract of the
Christmas gospels and the one that seemed most appropriate for this “anti-Christmas” event. Instead of that we got some obscure
reading I’d never heard before and can’t remember today. It, too, seemed to have nothing to do with anything, and it left me only more
confused.
The readings were inspirational, though, compared to the music. The only “traditional” carol we sang was “Lullay, Thou Little
Tiny Child”, which has never been one of my favorites. There were far too many songs, and most of them were ones I had never heard
of. One was called “a new carol” and was apparently especially written for this occasion by the harpsichordist who had serenaded us
earlier. Margaret described this carol as “a holiday dirge”, and she hit it right on the money. That may, however, be an insult to dirges.
Most funerals are more uplifting and hopeful than this monstrosity of a service was. It’s one of those things I can only describe as “an
experience”, and with any luck I’ll never experience anything like it ever again.
[It really is hard to overstate just how dreadful this service was. I’ve been to some a number of religious events I
didn’t care for, but few that approached the misery of this one. I kept trying to imagine what would possess people to attend
worship here on a regular basis. My bet is very few people actually do. They likely attend on “the high holy days” and give
money that keeps the place going in “ordinary time”.]
It was nearly 1:30 by the time we finally left Unity Temple. Fortunately we had just a short wait on the el platform before a train
took us back to Harlem and Lake. [Also fortunately, the ‘L’ runs late in Chicago. In many other cities, 1:30 would be after the
trains shut down, but in Chicago every line is open until at least 2am—with some open around the clock.] We spent the walk to
the station and the ride back to the hotel ripping the service to shreds. Each time one of us would say a couple of words, the other

would all but burst out laughing. Tired as we may have been during the service, by the time we were back in our suite, all that laughter
had made us completely wide-awake.
We flipped through the channels on the TV, and quickly came across our third Christmas Eve service. Mass had started at
midnight at Holy Name Cathedral, but an hour and a half later, the archbishop still hadn’t made it to the consecration. We watched
WGN’s coverage of midnight mass, admiring all the details of the cathedral and all the close-ups of sleeping children. Eventually we,
too, were sleepy enough that we had to go to bed, so we called our very long Christmas Eve to a close.

FRIDAY, December 25

Oak Park & Chicago, Illinois
I won’t say it was un-Godly early when we got up, but given our late bedtime last night, it was earlier than either of us would
have preferred. We spent a pleasant morning in our suite opening Christmas gifts. Then we made ourselves presentable and set out
into the city.
Our first stop today was right downtown. We got off the el at the corner of State and Lake and walked a few blocks down
State Street, past the city’s great department stores. We were definitely not the only ones who had decided to check out the sights
downtown on Christmas morning. It wasn’t crowded, but there were plenty of Chicagoans and tourists alike walking around downtown.

Banner at entrance of Marshall Field’s
I have vague memories of a time when I was a small child and we went to some big city for a holiday shopping trip. I
remember walking through huge some huge old-fashioned department store that was all decked out for the holidays and pressing my
little-boy nose up against the window displays, which were something out of this world. I can’t say for certain where we went on that
shopping trip. It may well have been Lansing or Grand Rapids or Detroit (since all those cities were fairly close to where we lived when
most of my childhood memories begin). In my mind, though, the city was Chicago. If indeed it was the Windy City, the department
store must have been Marshall Field’s flagship store, which in my adult mind is unquestionably the greatest store on earth. [It’s too
bad it jus isn’t the same store as a Macy’s.]

It was mostly Marshall Field’s
windows that we gawked at this morning.
For over 100 years the Chicago landmark
has striven to out-do itself with ever more
spectacular holiday window displays. This
year’s windows had a Dr. Seuss theme,
telling an abbreviated version of How the
Grinch Stole Christmas.
Each gilded
showcase was like one frame in a comic
strip. Walking down the street we saw all
the Whos down in Whoville singing
around their Christmas tree and the mean
green monster sewing his Santa Claus hat
in preparation for his surprise attack. We
saw the Grinch taking away all the Who’s
toys and food and decorations, and we
saw the transformation, where the true
meaning of Christmas came through. How
the Grinch Stole Christmas is still one of
my favorite holiday stories. A good thirty
years after I first came in contact with
good old Theodore Seuss Geisel’s
masterpiece, no Christmas is complete
without turning through the pages or
watching the classic TV special. Marshall
Field’s did a nice job of re-telling the
Dr. Seuss window at Marshall Field’s
Grinch. The characters were cute, but not sappy—precisely as they should have been. Some of the characters had slight animation
(moving eyes, for instance, or a wagging tail on a dog, or a mouse that darted in and out). The animation was also done just right—just
enough to be interesting, without distracting from the window. John and Janet had been shopping in Chicago at Thanksgiving. They
told us this year’s Field’s windows wee not the best they had seen. I was certainly impressed, though.
I was also impressed with the decorations above the windows. At second floor level the entire building was draped in
greenery, and all along State Street, between the grand clocks that mark the corners, brass trumpets were pointed outward from the
store to herald the holiday. It was a most impressive sight.
It is interesting that a few years back it was not at all certain that the Christmas decorations would continue at Marshall Field’s.
After a century of control by various members of the Field family (who also owned the Chicago Tribune and much of the most valuable
real estate in the city), the store was sold in the late ‘80s to the Dayton-Hudson Corporation, which is best known for its Target discount
stores. Dayton’s announced that it would be discontinuing the Christmas displays. Apparently Chicagoans were outraged at what for
them amounted to sacrilege. On reconsideration, the new owners have continued the annual tradition.
[Dayton-Hudson morphed into the Target Corporation. They later sold their upscale department stores to the
Cincinnati-based May Company, which also bought up numerous other regional department store chains. Around 2005 May
insisted on re-naming all their department stores Macy’s, since the New York store was their best known property. Chicago
screamed bloody murder when the Macy’s signs went up on State Street, and apparently the once successful store has been
struggling ever since. The economic downturn in 2008 saw them “downscale” the window display to almost nothing, a
tragedy the Chicago newspapers wrote up like an obituary.]
Marshall Field’s is just one of many sights along State Street. Across
the street is a little park called “Skate on State” [where a new skyscraper is
now going up]. Several families were taking the opportunity to do just that
this Christmas morning. Just down the street is Chicago’s other homegrown
department store, Carson Pirie Scott [which shuttered its doors in early
2008]. Carson’s also had impressive window displays, although in a much
different way. While Field’s windows told a story, Carson’s were actually
designed to sell things. There were elegant displays of perfumes, jewelry,
kitchen appliances, and even designer underwear. They were interesting, but
definitely not the traffic stoppers that the Grinch windows were. [This is
apparently what Macy’s did for Christmas 2008, definitely thumbing their
nose at tradition.]

Randolph & Wabash ‘L’ station at Christmas

Next on the “to do” list today was getting something to eat. It had
been nearly a full day since our last real meal—the Mexican dinner at Mi
Tierra. I happened to have seen a feature on WGN shortly before leaving on
this trip that reviewed places to eat on Christmas Day. That was good, since

Christmas is the one day of the year that almost everything closes down. The feature described a restaurant called Ann Sather’s as a
holiday tradition for many Chicagoans, and we decided it would be a nice place to have brunch. The red line trains run in the subway
right below State Street, so we went down one of the beautifully restored entrances into the smelly old station. [They’ve since
renovated the downtown red line stations, which today are some of the nicest subway stations anywhere.]
We took the train north to Belmont station. Belmont Avenue is one of those “hip” areas every city has, the sort of area that
could be up and coming or could be down and out—you really can’t tell. The stores along Belmont catered to a younger crowd than
Margaret and me, a crowd that appreciates things like tattoo and piercing studios. The Belmont neighborhood is also home to much of
Chicago’s gay community, and many of the stores catered to their needs and interests. The street was also home to more than a few
homeless people [which really is kind of sad to see on Christmas Day], and I threw a dollar at one to buy the requisite Streetwise,
the newspaper voice of Chicago’s down and out. [I’ve been back to Belmont on several occasions since, mostly to go to the
Bailiwick Theatre, which was located just west of here. (They moved at the start of 2009.) I’ve gotten more used to the area,
but it still has a very edgy feel.]
Ann Sather’s [the last name is apparently pronounced with a long “A”—SAY-thur] was located in a monstrous old black
stone building about a block east of the el station. The place was packed when we arrived; everyone in the city seemed to have the
same brunch idea we had. There was a fair line at the entrance, but fortunately it moved quickly. The restaurant is immense, and
every inch of its multiple floors seems to be packed with tables. Before too long we were seated, cramped along a wall amid the scores
of other holiday diners.
Ann Sather´s was originally founded in the 40s by a Scandinavian immigrant. She is long dead (the restaurant is now owned
by one of the city’s most prominent gay politicians), but they serve traditional Swedish-American cuisine. The menu was limited for the
holidays, and Margaret and I both chose their “pancakes and meatballs” combination. The pancakes were thin and crepe-like, and they
were served with lingonberries, tiny little semi-sweet fruit that are apparently native to those places where December brings perpetual
darkness. [They’re similar to the bakeapples or cloudberries we had in Newfoundland, though with more of a reddish color.]
The meatballs were bland and tasteless, which I am told is also quite authentic of Swedish cuisine. I also had what they described as
“hash browns with cheese”. The hash browns would be more accurately described as “home fries”; they were inch-wide chunks of
potato, fried crisp on a grill and then smothered with a slab of cheddar cheese and melted in the microwave. [I’d later find this is
basically Chicago’s definition of hash browns—though far from my favorite version of the dish.] It was all topped off with a
wimpy cup of coffee that seemed to have been re-brewed from used grounds. It really wasn’t bad food, but it probably was my least
favorite of the meals we ate on this trip. The cramped, noisy atmosphere didn’t help matters much, and I was not disappointed when it
came time for us to leave. [We’d have Christmas Eve dinner at Ann Sather’s on a later trip to Chicago, and that was one of my
favorite meals ever.]
We made our way back downtown, where we transferred to the blue line, which we rode back west to Oak Park. This branch
of the blue line runs in the middle of the Eisenhower Expressway, about a mile south of our hotel. Its stations are long and narrow, with
stairs or ramps leading from the platforms up to overpasses above the freeway. We got off at the Oak Park Avenue stop, and our
destination (the Oak Park Conservatory) was literally right next door to the station. Nevertheless, it was quite a fair hike from the train
[because we had to walk the quarter-mile length of the platform and then go to the far end of the building].
The Oak Park Conservatory is one of
several places called conservatories in the Chicago
area, all of which are basically large public
greenhouses or indoor botanic centers.
The
largest by far is the Garfield Park Conservatory,
which resides in an enormous gold-domed building
vaguely near the Kedize Avenue stop on the green
line.
[Actually the gold dome isn’t the
conservatory, though at the time I thought it
was. The conservatory is in a glass structure
much like the one we were saw in Oak Park.
The gold dome houses a recreation center.]
While we could see this building each time we rode
by, it would have been a long walk through a bad
neighborhood to get there. [As I mentioned
earlier, they’ve since built a station right there.]
Margaret and I instead opted for a short walk
through the suburbs to get to the Oak Park
Conservatory, one of the few public buildings that
was actually open on Christmas Day. There’s not
Wreath at main entrance of Oak Park Conservatory
really all that much to see here (a lot of tropical
plants in a rather crowded indoor setting), but walking through the place made a pleasant little diversion. They had a beautiful wreath
on the front door, and we snapped pictures of each other beneath it.
While we were not far from our hotel (indeed I‘ve walked far more than that distance many times), it seemed a bit much of a
hike in winter. The alternative wasn’t a lot better, though. We went back to the Oak Park platform, just missing a train as we hurried

down the steps. After waiting ten minutes or so, we took the blue line all the way downtown to the mixmaster at Clark and Lake, where
we waited at least ten minutes more for a green line train. We then took the green line all the way back out to Harlem Avenue in Oak
Park. The whole trip took over an hour. Then again, with everything closed, it’s not like we had a lot else to do with our time on
Christmas afternoon.
[Taking the ‘L’ downtown was an incredibly long way to
get a very short distance. I talked with Margaret while revising
this, though, and she recalled the reason why. She had not been
feeling well around the time of this trip, and walking even short
distances was a challenge. She had all but worn herself out
walking to the Mexican restaurant and didn’t feel up to the mile or
so the walk back to the hotel would take.]
Margaret caught a nap at the hotel, while I went out walking
around Oak Park. I was intrigued (and a bit alarmed) that the place
seemed to be literally crawling with beggars. Perhaps when the
crowds are sparse on Michigan Avenue, the panhandlers make their
way out to the suburbs, where the rich folks live. One man followed me
for more than a block down the street. I finally escaped him by ducking
into an el station. While waiting for a train to take me the one station
back to Harlem, I was interested to see a guard with a muzzled attack
dog also standing on the platform. Margaret and I had seen these
dogs on the trains before when we came back late at night from
Comiskey Park. The CTA hires them (and their trainers) in what
appears to be a fairly successful effort to reduce crime on the system.
Our experiences thus far on Christmas day had certainly seemed
uneventful, though, and even with all the beggars, the dogs seemed a
bit out of place here in Oak Park.
I went back to the hotel, and before long Margaret was up
again. We lounged for a while and then got ready to go back into the
city for dinner. Our plan was to eat at the Rainforest Café, an
ecological theme restaurant just off Michigan Avenue in the trendy
River North district. I had visited their website and confirmed that,
tourist trap that they would be open on Christmas. So we walked back
down toe alley to the Harlem el station.
On our ride into the city the guard dogs made their presence
known, and their purpose quickly became evident. All of Black
Chicago appeared to be celebrating their family Christmas on the night
Margaret Sullivan
of Christmas Day, and everyone seemed to be taking the el to
Garfield Park Conservatory
Grandma’s house. Our fellow riders were illustrated by one young man
who waited with us on the platform at Harlem and Lake. He had obviously grown up n the projects and worked his way up to some
yuppie job and a suburban apartment in Oak Park. He held a large shopping bag, with wrapped presents inside it, which he seemed to
be guarding with his life. Relatively few people got on the train at Harlem, and the young man got in the front car (as did we) and
marched straight up to the front seat, next to the driver. He parked the shopping bag on his lap and clenched its handles tightly. He
seemed instantly suspicious of every passenger who boarded and seemed not at all to be looking forward to this trip on the el. When
we reached our first stop, Oak Park, one of those guards and his dog boarded the train. We could almost see the weight being lifted off
our young friend’s shoulders. He seemed much more relaxed and less apprehensive. He sank back in his seat and actually seemed to
enjoy the ride.
Margaret and I were just about the only riders on this train who weren’t carrying big shopping bags full of wrapped presents. At
every stop whole families got on and off with their packages, shuttling across the city for the traditional family Christmas. I have no
idea just what may have been in all those bags, but it’s quite likely Christmas is the one time of the year when the city’s poor really
splurge for something special. Just yesterday we had seen one extremely tired mother who was lugging home some basketball shoes
she had bought for her son. Those shoes probably cost over a hundred dollars, and they could easily have been one of those
packages hiding in the shopping bags tonight. There were easily thousands of dollars in gifts on the train tonight, and hundreds of
thousands would not be unimaginable. What’s more, even the simplest and cheapest of gifts may be priceless to those who give or
receive them.
[All these years later I still distinctly remember this particular ‘L’ ride. The concept of celebrating Christmas on the
th
night of the 25 is alien to me, and taking the train to a celebration is different as well. Between that and all the security, it
really was fascinating.]
Both we and the young man with the shopping bag changed trains at State and Lake. We took the subway northward, while
our young friend waited for a southbound red line train. I know only too well where the southbound red line goes. It runs past
Comiskey Park and on past the wall of housing projects that line the Dan Ryan Expressway south of there—one of the most dangerous

neighborhoods in America. My heart went out to that young man. While the guards and their dogs would protect him on the train,
outside the station he would have to make it down the street, through the courtyard of the projects, and up to whatever apartment was
his destination. He was certainly not alone; almost everybody on that train had a similar journey. I said a special prayer in my head for
all of them, and I still wonder today whether everybody got to their family Christmas and home okay.
We took the subway north to Grand, which is about a block from the Rainforest Café [and countless other “theme
restaurants”]. The building was all lit up, but the neighborhood surrounding it was dead. When we got closer, it was clear that the
lights were deceptive; the Rainforest was also closed. Their website had clearly said they were open 365 days a year, but it had clearly
lied. (I complained to the company about that and eventually got a certificate good for free food on a future visit.) [Margaret and I
never did redeem it (though we thought about doing so in Toronto). We did go to the place later on this trip, though. The
food wasn’t bad, but the overall experience was loud, artificial, and more than a bit annoying; I definitely don’t recommend
Rainforest Café to others.] The Hard Rock Café was also closed, as were Planet Hollywood, Michael Jordan’s Restaurant, and all
the other tourist traps of River North. Christmas does appear to be the one day of the year when even the most ardent capitalists can
refuse a buck.
We took the subway north to Chicago Avenue and walked about two blocks east to the Michigan Avenue’s Magnificent Mile.
Almost everything was closed here, too, but that didn’t keep the crowds from wandering around and window-shopping. We walked a
couple of blocks north to the famous John Hancock Tower, one of the city’s most famous skyscrapers. Their observatory is open 365
days a year, and we paid the admission and went up. The nighttime view of the city was lovely. [I personally think evening is the
best time to go up there.] Michigan Avenue is completely lined with those lighted sidewalk trees, and it was truly gorgeous from the
air. Many of the skyscrapers were lit up in Christmas colors, and just the view of the string of lights spreading out to the horizon was
beautiful. A unique feature of the John Hancock Tower is that it has an open-air observatory. Unlike the Sears Tower, where all the
sides are glassed in, Hancock has a walkway where only a metal screen keeps you from toppling hundreds of feet to the ground. It
was interesting to walk out there on a winter evening. It was a little bit chilly down at street level, but up here the wind whipped around
and made it downright cold. What’s more, at night you can’t really see that safety screen, and you get the feeling you actually could fall
off if you weren’t careful. It’s a little unnerving, but fun nonetheless.
While the restaurant capitalists were closed in honor of our Savior’s birth, the gift shop at John Hancock was only too happy to
take our money. We obliged, snapping up a few nice things and a few things we knew were utterly and completely tacky. Chief among
these was a product called “instant Chicago” which appeared to be a handful of little medical capsules, ready to be swallowed. Instead
of swallowing them, you placed the capsules in water, and—voila—they magically transformed into foam replicas of famous Chicago
landmarks. There was a mini Hancock building and a mini Sears Tower, and even a mini Michael Jordan with a basketball in his hand.
When we got back to the hotel, we had fun creating our little foam city—probably the best entertainment of the day, and (strangely
enough) actually worth the $2.95 price tag. [Stupid little impulse buys often are the best souvenirs.]
th
The Hancock building is full of restaurants, but only the ultra-expensive 95 Floor “Signature Room” was open at all on
Christmas, and even it had only offered lunch. At this hour the only business besides the gift shop anywhere nearby that was open was
a 24-hour Walgreen’s across the street from Water Tower Place. […And even that was unusual; most Walgreens do close on
Christmas.] We spent quite a bit of time at Walgreen’s, but we didn’t really buy much. We did, however, manage to get a frozen slab
of “Home Run Pizza” and some chocolate milk that came in plastic bottles designed to look like old-fashioned milk bottles—hardly a
traditional Christmas feast, but one that would do for us under the circumstances.

On the way back to the hotel, we were also accompanied by the guard dogs. The night trains in Chicago all have two cars.
Typically a guard would get on in the front car and ride to the next station. There he would get off, and another guard would board the
rear car—again for one station. There he would be relieved by another guard in the front car. With this method, there was always a
guard on each platform and a guard somewhere (randomly front or back) on each train. There were fewer riders as we went home. I
think many people were still at their family Christmases. Those who were on the train were a mix of people taking wrapped presents to
their families, people taking unwrapped presents home, and people who worked the overnight shift that were going to work. We were
definitely the oddballs on the train, but with all the security, we certainly didn’t fear for anything.
Back at the hotel I cooked the frozen pizza. (Thank goodness our suite had an oven; we certainly needed it with everything
closed today.) It was good, but hardly something I’ll buy again. The deep-dish “Chicago-style” pizza has never been my favorite [and
a frozen imitation of it is even worse]. It certainly beat the evening’s other offering, though. Margaret heated up the tamales she
had bought yesterday at the Mexican grocery store. To my knowledge, I’ve never had a tamale [technically a “tamal”] before, and I
certainly won’t be rushing to have another. I found them truly disgusting. Tamales apparently consist of absolutely tasteless shredded
meat (in this case chicken) encased in a corn tortilla and then steamed. The steam cooking gives the tortilla a mushy, gritty
consistency that I found most unpleasant. It doesn’t help matters that to my palette mushy corn tortillas taste about as appetizing as
wallpaper paste. Perhaps drowned in salsa it might have been appetizing [though I doubt it]; as it was, I found my tamale absolutely
disgusting—sorry, Margaret.
After dinner we sat around for a while and watched the WGN news. Eventually it was time to go to bed. It was certainly not
the most exciting Christmas I’ve ever experienced, but it was a pleasant day nonetheless.

SATURDAY, December 26

Oak Park & Chicago, Illinois
We got up a bit later than yesterday and walked under the el tracks and on into downtown Oak Park. Saturday seems to be
the busy time for this suburban business district—I suppose that during the week everybody is working, so the weekend is their only
chance to get out and get things done. We walked about five blocks east along Lake Street and then crossed the street to our first
destination of the day, the Original Pancake House. “O.P.H.” is apparently a chain based in Oregon. [I’ve since seen the flagship
location featured numerous times on Food Network.] According to their menu, their outlets are all either on the West Coast or in
Chicagoland. The most famous of their Illinois locations is in a restored Victorian home off Michigan Avenue. All the guidebooks rave
about that location, and apparently there’s always a wait to get in. The Oak Park location is much more modest—a one-story fake
stone building from the ‘40s or ‘50s sitting a corner along this ancient strip. We figured the food would probably be the same here as
downtown, though, so we chose the place for breakfast.
When we first entered the place, the hostess tried to seat us at a table right in the middle of the dining room and right in the
main line of traffic. We didn’t care for that table and instead opted for a booth along the wall. It was amusing that while we were eating,
they tried to seat three other parties at that table. Only the last group actually chose to stay, probably because by then it was getting
pretty crowded elsewhere in the restaurant.
I ordered a ham and cheese omelette, with hash browns [the standard order I fall back on frequently at breakfast]. Again
the hash browns turned out to be huge chunks of potato, rather than the grated stuff I usually think of going by that name. I suppose
Chicagoans must actually like “super-sized” potato chunks; I can’t say they did much for me. The omelette was good, though, and so
was the coffee and fresh-squeezed juice that accompanied the meal. Margaret had what they called an apple pancake. It was
absolutely enormous. One enormous piece of fried dough filled her plate and towered inches above it. It was topped with sautéed
apple slices and a cinnamon sugar syrup. The bite I had of it was delightful, but I can’t imagine anyone being able to finish the thing.
Margaret made a valiant attempt, but there was still a fair amount left on her tray when she finished. [I’m watching Food Network
while I write this, and they just showed how to make an imitation of this very item—it’s made in a skillet, but then baked in the
oven.]
The Original Pancake House is certainly nothing fancy as restaurants go, but they did have one thing that all the nicer places
we ate lacked—real silver flatware. Even the nicest restaurants today use stainless steel knives, forks, and spoons. I think the
silverware we were using was original when the restaurant was started back in the forties. It had obviously been used countless times,
but it was holding up remarkably well. It added a touch of elegance to our breakfast.
Margaret needed to mail a card to our cousin Ceil in China, so our next stop was the Oak Park post office (which is next to
Unity Temple). This also turned out to be an interesting experience, since Oak Park has one of the largest post offices I’ve seen
anywhere. The place (which I’m sue is also the local federal building) covers and entire city block and is about eight stories tall. I’d
expect such a building in a major city; what was odd about it is that the “village” of Oak Park doesn’t really come across as a major city.
It is as large as Dubuque or Waterloo, though, and it had the post office to match.
After mailing the card we walked to the Oak Park Avenue el
station and took the train downtown. Compared to some of the other
times we rode, our fellow riders were fairly nondescript this
morning—a mixed bag of people going to work and people going
shopping. We were part of the latter group. It’s a long-time tradition
in our family to hit up the day after Christmas sales, and today we
were planning to see what Marshall Field’s had to offer on Boxing
Day.
I mentioned earlier that to my mind Marshall Field’s flagship
store is the greatest store on earth. This trip definitely confirmed that
opinion. I’ve seen a lot of nice department stores, both in this country
and overseas, but few come close to rivaling the queen of the State
Street stores. There’s a type of elegance here that you just don’t see
today—one I always have to get a sample of each time I return to
Chicago. We made our way through the big brass revolving doors
and joined the crowds that mobbed the big old store. I quickly
noticed that they had decorated nearly as thoroughly inside as they
had in the windows. The whole store is full of ornate gilded pillars.
Garlands of greenery were wound around every one of these for the
holidays. There were also garlands strung above the entrances and
from the chandeliers that hung above the main floor. Poinsettias
adorned the checkstands, and there were small decorated trees in
almost every department. Even the beautiful Tiffany dome that caps
the magnificent store seemed right in keeping with the holiday theme.
At the center of everything was what guidebooks call “the great tree”

The Great Clock at State & Randolph
(Marshall Field’s flagship store)

an impossibly large fir that stood in the middle of the store’s main atrium. The tree is technically the centerpiece of the Walnut
Room, the most elegant of the store’s many restaurants. A long line of shoppers waited to have lunch in the shadow of the tree.
Margaret and I preferred to gawk at it from above, admiring its enormous Grinch-themed ornaments.
We rode the escalators up and down, taking in the
beauty of the whole place.
Among the interesting
departments we visited were authentic Oriental rugs and
hardwood furniture—not the type of thing you pick up at the
local Wal-Mart. [Many of these exotic departments have
been eliminated with the switch to Macy’s.] Our first big
destination was the stationery department, where we joined
the mobs pawing through the leftover cards and wrapping
paper.
…And what a crowd it was! To help accommodate
the hordes clerks at the entrance to the department passed
out see-through plastic bags (which could have passed for
trash bags) to shoppers as they came in. You were to use
the bags to accumulate your purchases as you browsed.
Then, at the checkout, you gave them to the clerk who
wrapped everything in tissue paper and transferred it to the
store’s trademark green and gold shopping bags [MUCH
more elegant than the white plastic with red printing that
Macy’s uses]. Margaret and I passed on the bag (although
we probably should have taken one), and proceeded to wade
through the mass of humanity that was snatching up boxes
of cards as if the apocalypse were upon them. We literally
had to elbow our way through the narrow aisles to get
anywhere at all. Fortunately most people were in a friendly,
holiday sort of mood, so there were no real problems.
The Great Tree at Marshall Field’s
I was a bit disappointed with Marshall Field’s card
department. I was hoping I might be able to pick up something especially nice for a song, but the selection here was either the same
stuff you’d find in any department store or priced so high that even with deep discounts it was beyond my budget. I did pick up some
things though, which I’ll be sending out as greetings at some Christmas yet to come. Margaret also made a few selections. Then we
stood in line at the checkout, where we waited … and waited … and waited … and waited.
There were four people working at a checkstand that I’m sure is normally staffed by one clerk. There were working as fast as
they could, but it was impossible for them to keep up with the endless line of people who wanted to check out. It didn’t help that,
Marshall Field’s being the type of store it is, they couldn’t just dump all the purchases in a bag as they rang them up. Instead they had
to wrap everything individually in tissue paper, and often box it up before carefully placing it in one of those elegant shopping bags. It’s
a rather time-consuming process, and while the clerks moved rapidly, there was no way they could possibly have kept up with demand.
As often happens in never-ending lines, several pairs of people had one person hold a place in line while the other went out
looking some more. When the shopping half of a couple came back, it often appeared that she (it was invariably a she) was cutting in
line. One woman in front of us got positively irate when a shopper appeared to be cutting in front of her. She gave the alleged line thief
a piece of her mind and a piece of everyone else's, too. The woman who had joined the line returned the favor, making it very clear
that she was with another person who was most decidedly NOT cutting in line—she would never think of doing such a thing. They
raised their voices until everyone in the department seemed to be looking at them; I’m amazed it didn’t come to blows.
Fortunately Margaret and I had no real schedule for the day, so it didn’t really matter that we spent over an hour in the
stationery department. Eventually we made it up to the checkstand, and we too walked toting big green shopping bags.
Next we went down to the basement. A large part of the basement is devoted to candy, and we couldn’t resist stopping at the
Godiva counter. My main purchase was some half-price Godiva hot chocolate mix, which was truly out of this world. Also in the
basement was the store’s main selection of Christmas ornaments—or at least what was left of it. By the time we got there, things had
been pretty much picked over. The good news was that the limited selection also meant there was slightly less of a crowd than we had
to face upstairs. I managed to get an elegant beaded cross [still one of my favorite holiday decorations] and a couple of other small
items, but I think we would have had to arrive promptly at 9:00 to have had a chance of picking up any really nice stuff.
We walked across Wabash Street from Marshall Field’s to a B. Dalton’s store. The Loop location of the omnipresent
bookstore (which, like Marshall Field, is also owned by Dayton-Hudson) is really not much different from their hundreds of mall stores
across America. Both Margaret and I managed to pick up some interesting things, though, so it was a productive stop. [B. Dalton’s
has long since closed in the Loop. In fact, it’s been years since I’ve seen one anywhere. I wonder if the entire chain didn’t
fold as the company “traded up” to enormous Barnes and Noble stores.]

By this point I needed to use the restroom badly. Virtually all the restrooms in downtown Chicago are for customers only (I
have no clue what all the homeless people do when nature calls, and I probably don’t want to know), so we stopped into a Wendy’s and
had coffee as an excuse to use their facilities. Then we walked up the stairs to the el platform and headed back to Oak Park.
We basically just dumped our purchases at the hotel and headed back to the el station. It was well past noon, and we were
looking for a real lunch—something more than coffee and ice cream at Wendy’s. I had read about a place called the Wild Onion that
sounded interesting, and we decided to try it out today. Like most of Chicago’s restaurants, the Wild Onion isn’t downtown. Instead it is
in one of the countless commercial strips that break up residential Chicago. To get there we took the el downtown to Clark and Lake
and then switched to the brown line, which heads northwest from the Loop. [One of the biggest problems with the ‘L’ is that you
have to go downtown to get anywhere; they desperately need a “beltway” line.] We rode north about four miles to the Addison
stop. This stop is at the corner of Addison and Lincoln, in a rapidly gentrifying [now VERY gentrified] neighborhood west of Wrigley
Field. The Wild Onion is part of that gentrification. It’s one of those places that took an old run-down warehouse, stripped it bare to the
point where the heating ducts were exposed, and then sandblasted everything and called the rustic remains “elegant”. Most of the
restaurants in downtown Iowa City are similar, as is Des Moines’ trendy Court Avenue district or the Café Deluxe where Margaret often
takes guests in Decorah. [I think the Café Deluxe must have closed; Margaret hasn’t taken me there in years.]
It was mid-afternoon when we arrived at the Wild Onion, right before they closed for lunch. We were just about the only
people in the cavernous dining room, almost the exact opposite of yesterday’s meal at Ann Sather’s. I was amused by the combination
of elegance and tackiness they displayed in the restaurant. The tables were covered with stiff linen tablecloths, but on top of each cloth
they had a sheet of blank newsprint on which the table service was set. I suppose they were worried about people spilling things
(which I did in the course of the meal), but the newsprint really seemed to ruin the effect they were striving for. [I’ve since learned that
a lot of restaurants put out newsprint at lunch, when they go for a “casual” atmosphere. At night (when the prices are
invariably higher), the linen is exposed to create a more elegant atmosphere.]
“Wild Onion” is apparently what the word “Chicago” means in the Illini Indian language. (I’ve also heard that it means “smelly”;
there is a connection between those two translations). The cuisine of the Wild Onion is described as “eclectic”, and it certainly wasn’t
anything specific. At lunch everything tended toward salads and sandwiches, mostly made with those snooty types of lettuce whose
names nobody can pronounce. Margaret and I both had French onion soup, which was outstanding. She had a pasta dish, which was
little more than a homemade version of hamburger helper, and I had a turkey sandwich that tasted strongly of some unfortunate spice.
We shared a lemon tart for dessert. It was not my favorite of our meals on this trip, but it was not unpleasant either. I certainly won’t go
miles out of my way on the el to search out the Wild Onion again, but it made a nice diversion this afternoon.
After lunch we continued westward on the brown line, mostly just to see where it went. That turned out to be a partly Hispanic,
partly Asian neighborhood called Ravenswood at the north end of the city. Everything in Ravenswood is old, but most of it is quite well
maintained. The majority of the houses are enormous three-story boxes crammed onto tiny lots. The el goes mostly goes through a
back alley, and we got to see everyone’s garage. We could also tell that today was trash day; everyone had a big plastic trashbin and a
blue tub of recyclables sitting out in back of their house. [Ravenswood has become more and more gentrified in the past decade;
by the crash of 2008 it was one of the priciest areas of the city.]
The brown line ends at a street-level station at the corner of Kimball and Lawrence in the heart of the Ravenswood business
district. We got out, walked around the neighborhood a bit, and had coffee at a nearby Burger King. Then we turned around, went
back downtown, switched trains, and returned to Oak Park.
We rested a bit and then changed clothes for our evening excursion. One of our reasons for this trip was to enjoy some of the
professional theatre that is available in Chicago. We had purchased tickets ahead of time for three different shows. Tonight we would
be seeing one of the biggest hits of the 1998 season, Ragtime.
Ragtime is a musical based on a work of historical fiction. It is set around the turn of the century and centers upon a family in
New Rochelle, New York. Over the course of the show, bizarre twists of the plot manage to bring the family in contact with almost
every important person or event of the early 20th Century (from Henry Ford to the women’s suffrage movement to the discovery of the
North Pole). [I recently gave a sermon at church with the title “Six Degrees of Separation,” and that idea instantly came to
mind thinking of Ragtime.] One critic dismissed the show as “a politically correct re-write of history”. It is that, but I can’t say I was
particularly bothered by it. What did annoy me was the strung-together plot, that was impossible and unbelievable.
For all its hype, Ragtime was definitely my least favorite of the shows we saw in Chicago. I think both Margaret and I also
found it the least memorable. Today, four months after the trip, I couldn’t give you a complete plot synopsis or mention any of the
central characters without looking through the playbill. None of the show’s music has stayed in my head, either. About all I do
remember was their elaborate “gee whiz” set, where, where various properties came and went from the scene on train tracks that were
laid across the stage. [Ragtime is pretty close to my least favorite big-name show of all time, though Wicked (which played in
the same theatre) would come close. The critics raved about both shows, but I personally found them boring.]
Much more memorable was the theatre itself. The show was held at the Ford Center for the Performing Arts, which used to be
called the Oriental Theatre. [Actually “Oriental Theatre” is still what pretty much everyone calls the place, in spite of its naming
rights.] The theatre had gone bankrupt decades ago and was just a vacant building for many years. The producers of Ragtime (the
Canadian Livent Corporation, which is now in bankruptcy) restored the old jewel, together with theatres in several other cities. The
Ford Motor Company underwrote a large chunk of the cost of restoration, in exchange for putting their name on the building. The

restored Oriental Theatre is really a masterpiece. We were at the front and center of the balcony, from which we had a fabulous view of
both the stage and our surroundings. Most spectacular was the painted ceiling, which apparently illustrates Middle Eastern folktales.
It’s impossible to describe the place in words, but it really was lovely.
Ragtime is a long show. It was nearly midnight when we finally left the theatre. I had fretted a bit about taking the train back
to our hotel so late at night, but I needn’t have worried. While we waited a LONG while on the platform (it’s about thirty minutes
between trains after midnight), there was no one dangerous there to threaten us. Most noteworthy was a woman wearing a uniform
from the Chicago Housing Authority (the people who run the projects). She told us she had been working since 4:30 in the morning,
and she was glad to finally be going home. She looked tired, and I don’t blame her. I can’t imagine such a shift.
We met quite a few people as we huddled together waiting for the train. The el platforms are exposed to all the elements, and
it gets downright cold after midnight on a winter night. Fortunately, every el station has at least one sheltered area (which looks a lot
like a bus stop sitting out on the platform) with infrared heating elements overhead. [They have exactly the same things at bus and
light rail stops in the Twin Cities.] You press a big button, and the heat comes on for about five minutes. When it stops, you just
press the button again for more heat. We pressed the button four or five times as we waited at Clark and Lake this evening. The
heating elements don’t really keep you warm (you wouldn’t want to wait under them all day), but ion a cold night, it’s much more
comfortable waiting there than out in the exposed parts of the platform.
Eventually the train came, and we had an uneventful trip back to Oak Park. We walked back to the hotel, and before long we
had settled in for the night.

SUNDAY, December 27

Oak Park & Chicago, Illinois
As soon as we got up this morning, we put on good clothes. We had three main destinations today, and it was appropriate to
be well dressed for all of them. So we set out in our Sunday best for the el station.
This morning we had yet another interesting group of fellow riders on the el. We may have been well dressed, but we were
nowhere near the best dressed people on the train. This morning our fellow passengers were mostly people on their way to church. At
every stop mothers and grandmothers hauled little children onto the train. All the women were dressed to the nines, and the kids
seemed to be decked out in the brand new clothes they got for Christmas (probably the contents of all those shopping bags we saw on
the train Christmas night). Looking at the folks on the train brought me back to my childhood. When I was growing up, my parents
made it clear that dressing up was a way of honoring the Lord. It bothers me a bit that most White people today seem less and less
concerned about dressing up for church [and things have only gotten more casual as another decade passed]. Obviously that’s a
tradition that hasn’t died out among the Blacks of the inner city.
One of the most interesting fellow passengers was a middle-aged Black man, one of the few adult men on the train. He was
wearing a black suit and thumbed through a Bible as he rode along. I’d guess he was a minister, but he could as just as easily have
been a parishioner in one of the many Bible-thumping churches that dot the west side.
Margaret and I were also headed to church this morning, although we weren’t
planning to join the Baptists and Pentacostalists who rode beside us. Instead we were
headed downtown to Holy Name Cathedral. We rode into the Loop, changed to the subway
at State and Lake, and then went northward to Chicago Avenue. Right around the corner
from the subway station is the seat of America’s largest Catholic diocese [technically
“arch”diocese].

Holy Name Cathedral
(from Wikipedia)

While the word “cathedral” brings to mind those old ornate churches that have
stood for hundreds of years in Europe, the word just means the head church in the diocese.
Holy Name is a perfect example of the fact that just because a church is a cathedral doesn’t
mean it ‘s big or beautiful. While it’s bigger than almost any Protestant church, Holy Name
is no larger than St. Cecelia’s here in Algona. It’s basically a big half brick, half-stone barn
with three rows of pews and two main aisles. Unlike other cathedrals I have been in, there
are no side chapels at Holy Name. This made Margaret wonder if cathedrals had to be
cruciform; there is an illusion to the cross shape in the ceiling of Holy Name, but the floor
plan is nothing more than a rectangle. The altar area looked enormous on TV, but up close
it was very cramped. The altar itself was made of a brown marble that clashed with the pink
flowers they had arranged in front of it. The entire church is adorned with gifts that various
patrons have contributed over the last century. Nothing goes well with anything else, and
the overall effect is busy and dumpy. It’s definitely not a place I’ll always be glad I went, like
St. Patrick’s in New York or the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Washington. All in
all, the Methodist Temple was much nicer.

[I’ve been back to Holy Name a couple times since, though once was basically because they had a conveniently timed
mass and another time was with the quiz bowl team. In the past couple years they’ve had some serious problems there. First

the roof collapsed, requiring major re-building. Then, just a few days ago as I write this they had a serious fire that destroyed
much of the sanctuary. While I hate to see any old church damaged, it really does strike me as no great loss at Holy Name.
I’ve been to some lovely old Catholic churches, but this isn’t one of them.]
The mass itself compared favorably with the building. There was nothing particularly special about it, but there was nothing
negative either. We even got a nice souvenir as we left. The ushers handed out 1999 cathedral calendars to all the mass-goers; mine
now hangs in my room at Garrigan.
After church we had coffee at a nearby McDonalds. Mostly we were killing time until it was officially time for lunch. After a
while we took the subway one stop south to Grand and took a second stab at eating at the Rainforest Café.
This time the place was open, and by arriving right at the start of lunch, we were able to be seated immediately. It turned out
to be an interesting and pleasant meal. [My memory years later is a bit less positive; I remember it as very loud and increasingly
crowded as our meal progressed.] From the moment you enter the building, you get a feeling of the tropics that the place tries to
recreate. It’s warm and humid inside, a pleasant break from the nippy weather outdoors. The place reminded me of Disney World. It’s
all decorated with trees and undergrowth. Scattered all around are assorted tropical birds and other [anamatronic] animals that move
and make noises on cue. Periodically a fake thunderstorm runs through the restaurant. You don’t get wet, but you do see the lightning
and hear the thunder.
I had a feeling all these special effects might just be there to distract us from less than outstanding food. Happily, that was not
the case. Rainforest Café features “international cuisine”—which basically means they combine ingredients from all over the world into
dishes that aren’t native to anywhere. I had something called the Wallaby Wok. I have no idea why it has that Australian name. It
consisted of a bed of pasta, with nuts and oriental vegetables mixed in it, topped with grilled chicken and marinara sauce. It was unique
and really quite tasty. [The food really was quite good—to my mind far better than the “atmosphere”.] All in all, I’m glad we
decided to try again to have lunch here, and I’ll definitely be using my freebie coupon sometime in the future.
We took the subway back north to Chicago Avenue and walked east to Water Tower Place. Named after the Old Water
Tower, the only large downtown building to survive the great Chicago fire, Water Tower Place is a 60-floor building that is mostly full of
condominiums. Its lowest ten floors, though, house an elegant mall that was our destination. We didn’t buy much of anything, but we
enjoyed the lovely decorations. The core of the place features an escalator atrium surrounded by marble waterfalls. The whole area
was lined with little Christmas trees, and lights hung from the top of the atrium. After strolling through a few stores, we had dessert in a
cafeteria on the eight floor of Marshall Field’s mall store. We then took the escalators through the store back to street level. In some
ways the Water Tower location of Marshall Field’s is more upscale than their State Street store. This is reflected in such touches as
uniformed doormen who opened the doors for us as we exited to Michigan Avenue. The overall mix or merchandise is heavier on the
most expensive stuff, too. It was interesting to see the store, but I must say that I far prefer the State Street store with its pillars and
chandeliers.
We had picked up enough merchandise that it was awkward to haul it around, so we made a quick trip back to Oak Park to
dump it all. We then immediately turned around and headed back into the city. On the way back we were joined by a group of
suburban teenage girls who were obviously taking a shopping trip into the city. I think “mall girls” are the same everywhere. The Oak
Park version may be wealthier than those here in Iowa, but they certainly act the same.
This time we changed trains at Clark and Lake and took the blue line toward the northwest suburbs. The blue line el runs high
above what used to be an Eastern European neighborhood, past onion-domed churches and ornately tiled bath houses. [The North
Avenue Baths to which this refers were closed at the time we made this trip. The building has now been restored as condos.]
Today the neighborhood is mainly Hispanic, and the clash of cultures from the old residents to the new is amusing.
[While I speak of a “clash of cultures”, I should note that Hispanics have been the driving force in integrating what
was once one of America’s most segregated cities. While white Chicagoans fought hard against blacks who tried to move
into their neighborhoods, there has been much less resistance to having Hispanic neighbors. Hispanics (mostly recent
immigrants from all over Latin America) are now the majority in vast areas of the western part of Chicago—neighborhoods
that used to be lily white. Their presence has paved the way for blacks and Asians to move to increasingly diverse
neighborhoods like Wicker Park, Bucktown, Logan Square, Pilsen, Bridgeport (where Mayor Daley is from), Midway, Chicago
Lawn, and Gage Park (the area where Martin Luther King led a march for integrated housing back in the ‘60s). Hispanics (who
are now more than a third of all Chicagoans) have also made inroads into traditionally black neighborhoods around the city,
though whites have yet to move to those areas.]
This is one of the oldest parts of the el system, and it is showing its age. At several places along the elevated part of the route
we encountered “slow zones”, where the trains were restricted to going no more than 6mph. (Apparently a hundred years of vibration
has weakened the el structure in these areas, and the slow speed is necessary for safety until they get the supports reinforced. At one
point one of the two tracks was under repair, and we had to wait for a train going the other direction to pass before we could proceed.
We hadn’t allowed a lot of extra time for this trip, and I repeatedly checked my watch as the trip took longer and longer. It took us
nearly an hour for what is supposed to be a 40-minute trip. [In January 2009 they finally finished the “slow zone elimination
program”, and once again the trip from downtown to O’Hare is a speedy one.]

Our destination was Rosemont, an independent city that seems to be little more than a huge office park just east of O’Hare
Airport. There is one el stop in Rosemont, at an enormous park-and-ride beside the airport freeway. From there we walked about six
blocks south along River Road (named after the Desplaines River just east of here) past a string of luxury hotels. Our ultimate
destination was the Rosemont Theatre, a big cement box surrounded by a much larger parking lot in the middle of the suburbs. NO
ONE walks to the Rosemont Theatre—no one, that is, except for Margaret and me.
While it is absolutely nothing to look at on the outside, for a modern theatre, the interior of the Rosemont is really quite elegant.
The lobby is especially beautiful. Every surface seems to be covered in either red velour or black marble, and hanging above
everything is the largest crystal chandelier I have ever seen.
We walked quickly through the lobby, showed our tickets to the usher, and were escorted to our seats. I had expected Row C
to be toward the front. In fact, our seats were dead center in the first row of occupied seats. The two rows in front of us were vacant,
because their view of the stage would have been obstructed.
We were here to see our second big show of the trip, the
Radio City Christmas Spectacular, featuring the world-famous
Rockettes. While it might be more authentic to have seen those
dancing girls at Rockefeller Center last summer, this was the next best
thing. The Radio City Christmas Spectacular is basically a 90-minute
variety show, not unlike the Christmas specials that appeared on
television about twenty to thirty years ago. The Rockettes themselves
are just a small part of a truly enormous cast, and the show moves in
thematic scenes, each centered around some production number. In
addition to Christmas specials, it reminded me of an Up with People
show I saw years ago at Mt. Pleasant High School. Everything was
perhaps a bit too happy and uplifting. It didn’t pretend to be anything
other than what it was, though, and they did a very nice job of staging
an old-fashioned song and dance show.
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The Rockettes really are spectacular. Having done a series
of chorus line kicks when I played an old drunk in The Nerd about a
decade ago, I know just how painful those high kicks can be. I can’t
even imagine trying to time everything with the perfect synchronization
these women do. Almost as amazing is how quickly they are able to
change their costumes. In the 90-minute show, each Rockette wore no
less than six different costumes, each one complete with an elaborate
headdress. It’s interesting, given the
slightly risqué reputation of the group,
that those costumes are about as
conservative as you could get. While
their long, shapely legs are certainly
visible, the costumes reveal absolutely
nothing else. Every prom dress I’ve
seen in recent years shows off more
More pictures from the same ad

than the Rockettes’ costumes. That was really kind of nice, though. There’s so much sleaze around these days, and the Rockettes
come across as good, clean family entertainment.
I was interested to read that Radio City recruits the dancers for their nationwide shows from the cities in which they perform.
That is, our Rockettes were Chicagoans, not New Yorkers. It was also interesting that while the group was integrated (two Blacks and
one Hispanic), it was in no way representative of the ethnic composition of Chicago. It might, however, have been close to Rosemont’s
racial distribution, which seems to be overwhelmingly white. [Actually, Rosemont is all about BUSINESS rather than residence.

While the place is crawling with hotels, strip malls, and office parks, there’s almost no actual homes in Rosemont. The bulk
of the 5,000 or so residents who do live there reside in apartments that are cheaply built but expensive to rent. Their ethnicity
is similar to other places on the far northwest side—about two-thirds white and one-third Hispanic, with the Hispanic
proportion rising all the time.]
It’s interesting that the Christmas Spectacular is NOT what people in the business call “an Equity show”; that is, the performers
are not members of Actors Equity, the main union for the performing arts. All the big Broadway plays are Equity shows, both in New
York and in their touring companies. [Actually that’s not entirely true. Broadway in Chicago deals exclusively with equity
productions, but the “third string” companies that bring the same shows to places like Des Moines sometimes include nonunion actors and stagehands.] It surprised me that something as well known as Radio City wasn’t. Judging by the playbills for other
shows I’ve seen, the Radio City Christmas Spectacular appears to be a place where young actors start out. It seemed as if everyone in
the cast of Ragtime listed Radio City as a credit, and the same thing was true when I saw Cats and Rent in Des Moines. Almost
everyone in the cast today seemed to be college age, and I’d imagine most of them aspire to greater things than dancing around in elf
costumes. The cast and crew are certainly hardworking; they do two or three shows a day in Rosemont, every day except Christmas,
from the beginning of November through New Year’s. Judging by the crowd today, the theatre takes in many thousands of dollars at
each performance; I’d be fascinated to find out how much of that money goes to the cast members.
While it was hardly great theatre, I thoroughly enjoyed the Radio City Christmas Spectacular. I don’t know that I personally will
be rushing back [and I haven’t], but I can definitely see why some families make it a holiday tradition.
We walked back to the Rosemont el station and took the blue line back downtown. It was early evening by now, quite a long
time since our lunch at the Rainforest Café. We walked for several blocks around the Loop looking for a fast food place or somewhere
else we might catch a quick snack. Nothing seemed to be open, though, and before long we just gave up our search.
Instead we headed to our third major theatrical experience, this time at the venerable Shubert Theatre near the south end of
the Loop. The Shubert was definitely the plain Jane of the theatres we visited. I don’t think it ever was really elegant; it was just built as
a big auditorium. Unlike the other downtown theatres, the Shubert never went out of business. Unfortunately, that also means it was
never renovated. Today the floors are creaking under is frayed carpets, and the wooden seats are as hard and cramped as they ever
were. Our seats were at the front of the balcony, which was much higher than the one at the Oriental. We walked up and up and up
and up to our bird’s eye view of the theatre.
[The Shubert has since been renovated, with lovely new seats
and gilded details that were probably not original. It was closed for
more than a year and re-opened as the LaSalle Bank Theatre. That
was shortly before the financial fiasco of 2008, and the theatre has
gone through at least three corporate names in the past year. For the
moment it’s apparently the Bank of America Theatre, though I
understand that bank also is shaky at best. Perhaps they should just
go back to being the Shubert.]
While it may not have been the greatest theatre, the show we saw
was definitely my favorite of the trip. In fact Chicago: The Musical comes
close to being the best theatrical production I’ve ever seen (although Rent
comes close, and so does a production of Jesus Christ, Superstar I saw in
college). [I still like Chicago, which I’ve since seen again. I also like
the movie of the same name, though aside from its music it has very
little in common with the play.] I knew absolutely nothing about the show
beforehand, and with our nosebleed seats, I was wondering if I’d even be
able to follow what was going on. As it turned out, I was treated to a truly
delightful performance.
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Chicago is set in the roaring ‘20s in the city we were visiting. The
plot revolves around a young vaudeville singer (Roxie) who catches her
husband in bed with another woman. While in the Cook County Jail awaiting
her trial, she attempts to use her newfound notoriety to further her career.
Every turn of the plot provides an excuse for another catchy song. The
show was originally produced by the late Bob Fosse, who is perhaps best
known for the movie Cabaret; and the costuming and choreography
reminded me a lot of that show. [I later saw Caberet on stage at the
Shubert, and it was also an excellent show.] Unlike the Rockettes’ in
their wholesome outfits, Chicago centered around ten young ladies dancing
around in black underwear. [It intrigued me that except in dream
sequences the movie chose to use period costuming instead, though
overall they managed to convey the same feeling as the stage play.]
Parts of the show are a bit on the sleazy side, but there’s really nothing
that’s in bad taste.

Unlike the super-set in Ragtime, Chicago has a skeletal set. The orchestra is the focus. They’re at center stage throughout
the show, in the middle of what looks like a big gilded picture frame. Most of the show’s action takes place in the few feet of the stage in
front of the orchestra. The only set pieces are a few straight chairs, and the cast members perform with only a few simple hand props.
The minimal costumes are really just in keeping with the minimalist staging of the whole show.
The music in Chicago is outstanding. [!!!!!] While I can’t remember a single number from Ragtime, months [and years] later
the strains of Chicago are still running around in my head. I could practically sing the main theme, “All That Jazz”, by heart:
Come on, babe
Why don’t we paint the town?
And all that jazz.
I’m gonna rouge my knees
And roll my stockings down—
And all that jazz.
Start the car;
I know a whoopee spot
Where the gin is cold,
But the piano’s hot.
It’s just a noisy hall
Where there’s a nightly brawl,
And all that jazz!
Oh, you're gonna see your Sheba shimmy shake
And all that jazz;
Oh, she's gonna shimmy till her garters break
And all that jazz!

Show her where to park her girdle;
Oh, her mother's blood'd curdle
If she'd hear
Her baby's queer
For all that jazz!
Find a flask;
We're playing fast and loose-And all that jazz!
Right up here
Is where I store the juice,
And all that jazz!
Come on, babe,
We’re gonna brush the sky;
I bet you Lucky Lindy
Never flew so high—
‘Cause in the stratosphere
How could he lend an ear
To all that jazz?

[Chicago’s music really is excellent. I’ve been to many musicals in recent years, and only one, Hairspray, comes
close to it musically. Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd-Weber may dominate the market, but I can’t say a lot of their music really
does much for me. I definitely prefer the more upbeat sound in a show like Chicago.]
Our playbill was littered with photocopied inserts informing us of all the many understudies who had moved up to main
characters for tonight’s show. Fortunately the one big name in the cast was actually around to perform. Joel Gray, who you may also
remember as the stagemaster in Cabaret was featured in the original New York company of Chicago, and he was reprising his original
role tonight. His part, Amos, is little more than a bit part in a play with an overwhelmingly female cast. He did an excellent job, though,
hamming things up without calling attention to himself. The other cast members, whether originals or understudies, were also excellent.
You could tell all through the show they were having fun with the performance, and that helped the audience to enjoy things all the
more.
We were absolutely famished by the time Chicago was over. When we were at Ragtime, we had noticed a little restaurant
right next door to the Oriental Theatre. Having failed to find anything else, we made a bee-line for there right after the show. The
restaurant was called Ronny’s Steak House, and it was run by a Greek family. The place was set up as a cafeteria line, with the meat
cooked on a grill right behind the counter. Margaret and I each had the “rib lunch plate”, which turned out to be far more than we could
possibly have wanted to eat. We got an enormous order of rib tips (I’d bet half a pound) covered with a deliciously tangy barbecue
sauce, together with an enormous baked potato and a tossed salad. While it was really too much food, I devoured every crumb—and I
truly savored it, too. The only real problem was trying to eat all that messy food without dirtying my good clothes. I managed, though,
and so did Margaret, and we ended up having a very pleasant, if rather late, dinner.
Ronny’s looks like a small storefront café on the outside. Inside, it is truly enormous. From the cafeteria line, you walk up and
back to a dining room that covers the entire second floor of an adjacent building. There’s another dining room downstairs. The place
was almost totally empty when we were there. The only other people in the place appeared to be teenagers out on dates. They must
be packed for lunch, though, or maybe just before or after the shows at the Oriental. I can’t imagine they’d have all that space if they
didn’t use it.
[Ronny’s has become a Chicago tradition for me—and for Margaret, too. The place has
re-located twice in the past decade. The original location was torn down to make way for a new
skyscraper. For a time it was in a noisy spot literally under the ‘L’ at Adams and Wabash.
Their new semi-permanent location is in the James R. Thompson Center, the combination
government building and shopping mall that doubles as the Clark and Lake ‘L’ station. The
help is now mostly Mexican rather than Greek, but the food is still the same. At breakfast they
Ronny’s sign
serve impossibly large portions at ridiculously cheap prices (like $4.99 for ham and eggs). Part
of the cost is made up by over-charging for drinks, but it’s still affordable. The clientele is a bizarre combination that ranges

from wealthy businesspeople to tourists to the homeless. The cafeteria-style service is rude and abrupt, but the décor is
oddly elegant. One of my favorite things to do is to sit in one of the leather booths by a window and stare out at passersby as
I enjoy breakfast at Ronny’s. I’m headed back to Chicago at Easter, and I’ll almost certainly pay a return visit there.]
We walked up State Street to the State and Lake el station. Again it was very late, and we had another lengthy wait on the
platform. This evening we were joined on the ride back by another group of theatre-goers, and I must say it was nice not to be the only
over-dressed people on the train. [As the ‘L’ has gotten both cleaner and more user-friendly, it has become increasingly
popular with the theatre crowd. These days the bulk of people waiting late at night would be play-goers.]
The music from Chicago echoed through my head all the way home, and I fell asleep half-whistling “All That Jazz”.

MONDAY, December 28

Oak Park, Illinois to Janesville, Wisconsin
First on our agenda today was getting things packed up. Nice as the Carleton had been, it was time to say goodbye. It was a
bit easier packing the opened presents into my car than it had been the unopened boxes. Before too long I had everything arranged.
Next we settled up the bill and double-checked to be sure we could leave the car in the hotel lot even after checking out. We then
walked back to Harlem and Lake and headed into the city one last time.
It really was fascinating to see all the many moods of the el. [That’s still one of my favorite things to do.] This morning we
rode in at rush hour. We had a full-length eight-car train, and it was nearly full. Everybody else on the train was headed to work. For
the first time on our trip the candy factory at Cicero was open, and lots of people got off the train there. [I’ve seen that factory
featured on Food Network, and it’s fun to have been by there.] Many others disembarked in the no-mans-land of run-down
warehouses west of the Loop. Most, however, rode all the way downtown. They were dressed in business clothes, and they
presumably worked in the myriad offices that fill all those glass towers.
We rode all the way to Randolph and Wabash, on the east side of Marshall Field’s. This stop, which is right next to a parking
ramp decorated to look like an antique car, was where Margaret and I first got off the el on our first trip to the city. Today we descended
to street level and then walked about two blocks east to Michigan Avenue. Just east of the Michigan/Randolph intersection what looks
like a glorified subway entrance. It is, in fact, the main entrance to the Metra commuter railroad’s Randolph Street Station.
Even a casual visitor to Chicago can’t help but see the Metra trains. Their bright blue, double-decker passenger coaches
really stand out. [I have no idea why I said they’re bright blue. They aren’t, and never have been. The train bodies are
unpainted steel (or perhaps aluminum). Metra’s logo is blue, but it’s really not all that prominent. The double-decker trains
are indeed everywhere, though.] The name is supposedly short for “Metropolitan Rail”, and it is the largest single commuter rail
system in the country. Their eleven lines fan out from the city in all directions, reaching to the most distant suburbs—even into
Wisconsin and Indiana. The system incorporates passenger service previously operated by the Burlington, Santa Fe, Northwestern,
Union Pacific, and Illinois Central railroads, as well as a couple of new lines started in the 90s by Metra itself. When we were here
before, Margaret and I noticed the Metra trains, but we didn’t even consider travelling on them. Having successfully negotiated the
commuter trains in New Jersey, though, we decided Metra was a reasonable transportation option for this trip.
To take Metra, you first buy a ticket from a complicated vending machine. (Why public transit vending machines are always
needlessly complex, I don’t know.) Fares are not cheap on Metra; while you can ride anywhere CTA goes for just $1.50 (and $1.85
round-trip), it cost us $1.95 for a one-way trip just seven miles south to 57th Street. [Like all transit fares, Metra tickets have gone up
steadily. It now costs about $2.50 for a short Metra trip. They do have one of the best transit deals around, though. On
weekends Metra sells a ticket valid for unlimited rides anywhere in the network for just $5. One weekend I made two roundtrips into the city from Harvard (on the Wisconsin border near Beloit), and rode trains long distances north, south, and west of
downtown. I accumulated what would otherwise be nearly a hundred dollars in fares, but it was all covered by a single $5
weekend pass.] The Metra tickets have magnetic stripes on the back, and you scan them in the turnstile to enter the system.
Stupidly, once you’re on the train, a conductor has to check the ticket—you’d think scanning would be enough. From there you
negotiate a tunnel system to the actual platforms. There are several different platforms at Randolph Street Station, and it’s not entirely
clear where the next train will leave from. We almost missed our train while trying to board one that wasn’t going anywhere.
[They’ve since changed the fare collection system on Metra’s Electric line—and in the process renovated what is now
known as Millennium Park (formerly Randolph Street) Station. Passengers no longer scan tickets on Metra Electric. They’ve
taken away the turnstiles, and now you just give your ticket to a conductor as is done on all the other Metra lines.
Mostly for the novelty of it, Margaret and I sat upstairs on our trip southward on Metra. That was a mistake. While the lower
seats are relatively spacious, the upstairs ones are cramped and uncomfortable. What’s more, even though every upper seat is a
window seat, you’re sitting at an angle that makes it difficult to see much of anything out of the window. The ride upstairs wasn’t too
bad for the 15 minutes or so it took for this trip, but it would be really annoying if the trip were much longer. [Part of the problem is
that Metra Electric runs almost underground and past very little of interest; there’s just not much to see along the line from
any window. The upper-level seats are better on more suburban lines, and they’re what I choose when traveling alone.
They’re far from ideal, though.]

It was probably just as well that we couldn’t see much out of our window. The Metra Electric line, which used to be the Illinois
Central railroad, runs in an open cut just west of Lake Michigan. To its credit, Chicago has created a strip of parkland right along the
lake that gives it one of the most beautiful waterfronts on earth. Unfortunately you can’t see any of that parkland from the train. What
you see instead is the gravel right-of-way for the train and a depressing string of run-down factories to the west. When we were here
before, Margaret and I crossed this great gash on the landscape to get from the el station to the museums of Grant Park. It really is
hideous, although—again to the city’s credit—the fact that it is almost all below street level means that most people don’t even know
that it’s there.
We got off at the station called 55-5657, which serves streets of those numbers in
the Hyde Park district near the University of
Chicago on the city’s south side. It surprised
me just how run-down the station was. Metra
bills itself as the future of Chicagoland transit.
While the CTA’s ridership has been declining in
recent years (as more and more people move to
suburbs that the el doesn’t serve), Metra’s has
been mushrooming. I figured with all those
riders, they’d have money to provide decent
stations. If 55-56-57 is any example, though,
CTA does a much better job of maintaining their
facilities than Metra does. The station consisted
of an old wooden platform, with some of the
boards literally rotting away.
The station
building itself was brick. It was completely
unattended, and its ambiance included a broken
window and spray painted graffiti.
CTA’s
stations are in no way luxurious, but they are
generally clean and well maintained.
[Since it’s near a major tourist
destination, Mayor Daley saw to it that the
Margaret Sullivan on the 55-56-57 Metra platform
55-56-67 station was renovated at platform
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level, though it’s still pretty dreary down by
the street. Metra stations in general are shabby. Even in nice suburbs like Naperville and Schaumburg they look run-down.
A lot of the problem is probably because they don’t have turnstiles; anyone can come in at all hours of the day and night.
They also don’t seem to put the money into station maintenance that CTA does. By the way, since the ‘90s both CTA and
Metra (and almost every other transit system in the country) have increased their ridership dramatically. The two systems
don’t really connect, but they do complement each other fairly well.]
Fortunately we didn’t have to dawdle in the 55-56-57 station. We left
immediately and walked east along 57th Street to what is probably Chicago’s most
famous museum, the Museum of Science and Industry. I remember coming here as a
child (indeed many of my memories of Chicago revolve around driving past the rundown rowhouses between the museum and the expressway). To my mind, Science
and Industry is the standard to which I compare every museum I visit.
They’ve done a lot of renovation at the Museum of Science and Industry.
Most notably, they’ve added an enormous underground parking ramp and closed the
main entrance with its elaborate staircase [which, of course, is not even close to
being in compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act]. Pedestrians, like
everyone else, now enter through the parking ramp. From street level, you first walk
downstairs, and then you take an elevator up to the basement of the museum. It’s
complicated, but we managed to figure it out. We arrived early, and that was definitely
the best thing to do. When we got there, there was only a short line. We quickly paid
our admission and entered the main part of the museum. By the time we left (around
noon), the line was backed up all through a long maze they had set up in the admission
and back to the connecting hall that led to the parking ramp. I’m sure we’d have waited
in line a good half-hour if we had arrived any later than we did.
It’s impossible to see all of the Museum of Science and Industry on one trip,
and we didn’t even attempt to do so. Our focus was one specific exhibit, the Christmas
Around the World display that graces the main rotunda at the holidays. Service groups
from all over the city volunteer to decorate Christmas trees using decorations from
countless foreign countries. Even countries where Christmas trees are not traditional
are featured. For those, they still use a tree, but they filled it with traditional handicrafts

“Christmas Around the World”
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(especially handicrafts appropriate to the season and/or to Christianity in that country). It was an interesting and educational display.
Mixed among the trees they have a subsidiary exhibit called “Festivals of Light” that highlights non-Christian celebrations such as
Hanukkah and Kwaanza. I was also fascinated to find out more about those.
They had a lovely gift shop in the middle of the holiday exhibit. They were having a closeout sale, and frankly most of their
merchandise was more tempting than the stuff at Marshall Field’s. They had mass-produced replicas of many of the ornaments
displayed throughout the exhibit. While neither of us really needed any more Christmas decorations, both Margaret and I picked up
some souvenirs. [My main purchase was technically a Kwanzaa ornament. It’s a clear glass ball filled with orange and brown
cloth that stands out among the red and green that dominate the holidays.]

LEFT: Giraffe … RIGHT: Fly
Robot Zoo - Museum of Science & Industry
We saw two other exhibits at the museum as
well. One was called “Food and Your Body”. It was the
sort of traditional exhibit I think of at Science and
Industry. Among other things, they had examples of
typical dinners from a wide variety of ethnic groups.
You could press buttons, and the plates would light up to show what things in each dinner represented all the various food groups.
Another exhibit showed you just how much (or should I say how little) constituted a “serving” of various foods.
The other thing we saw was the Robot Zoo, one of the museum’s renovations to make itself more appealing to today’s
children. This exhibit was exactly what is name implied. They had a large collection of robots that illustrated various animals, ranging
from a housefly to a giraffe. The robots demonstrated mechanically what was special about each animal (such as the fly’s compound
eye and suction cup feet), and the kids could get right up close and interact with them to see what was going on. It really was
fascinating, and it would have been even more interesting had it not been overcrowded with small children (but then, that is who’s
supposed to be enjoying it, isn’t it).
We made our way back to the Metra station, and before long we caught a train back downtown. [Service is nearly as
frequent on Metra Electric on business days as it is on the ‘L’. It’s less on the other Metra lines, and much less on weekends.]
We walked back west along Randolph Street, stopping briefly at the Chicago Cultural Center. This building used to be the city’s main
public library. Now it serves many different purposes. Part of it is a visitor’s center, where we picked up a number of brochures we
probably should have gotten before we started the trip. They also have a small restaurant and a senior center inside, as well as a
museum that seems to house a variety of strange temporary exhibits. While we were there, they had an exhibit of photography of the
city’s architectural landmarks. It was interesting, but not something I’d care to spend hours gawking at. [Several times I’ve seen
write-ups describing some “wonderful” exhibit at the Chicago Cultural Center. Invariably it’s as dull as this one was.
Fortunately, the place is free.]
Next we went back to Marshall Field’s. John and Janet had given me a Field’s gift certificate for Christmas, and I wanted to
find something special to spend the money on. After searching for quite a while, I found a lovely sweater unlike anything I’ve seen in
Iowa. I still get compliments whenever I wear it [and I still wear it frequently a decade later]. I also picked up some socks and
underwear, and Margaret made another pass at the candy department. Then it was time for lunch.
We had our last meal in Chicago at the same place we ate our first meal when we were here the first time—Hinky Dinky
Kenna’s, a charming little bar and grill in the basement of Marshall Field’s. [Soon after this trip the place would convert to a sports
bar, and it has been entirely eliminated since the buy-out by Macy’s.] The place was nearly empty when Margaret and I were here
at dinnertime on our first trip, but at lunch it was jam-packed. We waited nearly half an hour to be seated. Fortunately, my meal (a
Shanghai chicken stir fry) was still quite good, even if the service was a rather indifferent due to the crowd.
We had one last destination in mind for our trip, the Chicago Art Institute. Margaret had heard about a special exhibit she
wanted to see. Unfortunately, when we got there, we found they were selling timed tickets for it, and the first available admission was
for late afternoon. So, we decided we had seen what there was to see for one trip, and we headed back to Oak Park.

We walked back to the hotel and got in the car. I headed south on Harlem, but when I got to the Eisenhower Expressway, I
found there was no westbound entrance ramp. I could turn eastward into the city, but I couldn’t go back toward Iowa. I nervously
ventured straight ahead, into the city of Berwyn and uncharted territory. Before too long I saw a sign for a street I recognized,
Roosevelt Road—the street Margaret and I had driven in on when we stayed in Villa Park on our first trip. Roosevelt is a busy
commercial strip for almost its entire length, and I followed it westward for a little over a mile. There I saw a familiar sight, Portillo’s hot
dog stand, the landmark we had used to tell us where to turn to catch the el when we came into the city before. Portillo’s is at the
corner of Roosevelt and Desplaines Avenue, and Desplaines leads straight to the Forest Park park-and-ride. I knew there was a
westbound entrance to the freeway right next to the el station, so I turned on to Desplaines, and before long we were headed out of
town on the Eisenhower Expressway.
It was mid-afternoon and the beginning of afternoon rush hour. Traffic was heavy, but tolerable as we headed northwest on I294 and then I-90. Oddly, it seemed to get progressively heavier the further we got from the city, hitting its peak near the Dodge Neon
plant east of Rockford. [That plant was re-tooled for a variety of other models, but it was finally closed for good with the
horrible economic downturn in 2008.] We continued on north into Wisconsin, eventually stopping for the night in the town of
Janesville. We had a late supper at the Olive Garden and then settled in for the night at the Super 8 Motel. [I remember eating at
Olive Garden, something I almost never do, but if I hadn’t read this I’d have said I’d never stayed at the Janesville Super 8.
I’ve stayed in Janesville numerous times (the bulk of them in 2002, when Brad Nelson was playing ball fifteen miles south in
Beloit), but it was almost always at the Motel 6. I don’t even recall where the Super 8 was located.]

TUESDAY, December 29

Janesville, Wisconsin to Algona, Iowa
We had relatively nice weather driving up to Janesville yesterday, but a front had passed overnight. There was snow all over
the highway with a coating of ice beneath it. To make things worse, a fierce wind was blowing, buffeting my little car all over the road. I
drove with traffic, but I constantly felt I was driving too fast for conditions.
Even though we were going faster than I wanted (about 50 mph), it seemed to take forever to get to Madison. Once we got to
the city, traffic suddenly came to a dead stop on the freeway. For mile after mile we crawled along, not knowing what the cause was.
Eventually we saw flashing lights, and before long we saw police cars barricading the freeway. All the traffic had to exit off, with no
indication of where we were supposed to go. I just followed the traffic. It turned out that we drove down an access road to the next exit
and then got back on again. Apparently a truck had jackknifed and was blocking the freeway between the two exits. I have no idea
how the driver was; I certainly hope he was OK. I continued on, more cautiously than ever.
Past Madison the road turned to two-lane. Wisconsin’s two lanes are never good, and in a snowstorm, they get low priority for
snow removal. We crawled along most of the way across the state. I actually preferred this to the freeway, though. At least on the
two-lane, I could go the speed I wanted without feeling I had to keep up with traffic.
[In my photo album the photos from this trip are right next to photos of the state cross-country meet, and in a very
sad way the stretch of road near Dodgeville, Wisconsin ties those pictures together. Garrigan’s Adam Sundall was an
outstanding runner who won the state cross-country championship in 1998 and 1999. After graduating he ran at Wartburg
College and then transferred to the University of Wisconsin. While coming home for Christmas break on a day much like this
one, he was killed by an elderly woman who was driving too fast on a snowy stretch of highway 18 in Iowa County,
Wisconsin. His obituary described his life as “a run cut short”, and that’s exactly what it was.]
Eventually we got to Iowa. I almost said a prayer of thanksgiving at the border. The road was fully clear, and traffic moved
steadily all the way from Marquette on to Decorah. I dropped off Margaret and quickly continued on my way. Most of the trip across
Iowa was good. The lone exception was the stretch of highway 9 between Cresco and Riceville, which was one of the most slippery
roads I’ve ever driven on [strange, since it’s more often the stretch west of Cresco that is bad]. I made it through, though, and
before long I had made it back home. Another trip had come to an end.

