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  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. Please send your comments and suggestions to:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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  For Mom and Dad, who were thrifty before it was cool.




    INTRODUCTION:




  LAND OF THE FREE




  Life is really simple, but we insist on making it complicated.




  —CONFUCIUS




  It all started with a reverse burglary.




  Just out of college, I was helping renovate a big old house into a shelter for homeless families, and word got out that we needed furniture and household goods. Generous donors quickly filled the place with an eclectic mix of furniture, lamps, dishes, linens, toys, food, and just about everything a group of thirty could possibly need. We even set up an attic storage space with some clothing and extra goods to give as parting gifts to guests as they moved out of our shelter and back into their own homes.




  Once we were filled to the rafters with all the worldly possessions we could possibly fit, we provided generous callers with names and numbers of other local groups that could use similar donations. Most people thanked us and said they’d call around. But a few called back and kept begging us to take their stuff after we’d explained that we still had no room for it. They argued that the other places had turned them down too, that their gifts were very nice, that we’d be lucky to have them, and that we were profoundly rude to so ungratefully turn them away.




  The morning after one such call, in which a woman had extolled the fine features of her 1970s orange-green-and-brown-plaid sofa, complete with faux walnut colonial accents, we found a behemoth couch matching her very description on our front lawn. We suspected that the antiburglar’s aggressive largess had little to do with some insatiable urge to make sure our guests could lounge in stylish comfort. she just didn’t want to pay to get rid of her large-item refuse, as the municipal code called it. After all, our Central illinois city had just dramatically increased the fees to haul waste to its overflowing dumps.




  Whatever the motives, mostly generous, of countless future donors, the couch and subsequent tsunamis of durable goods, clothing, toiletries, food, games, toys, office supplies, mementos, curios, and knickknacks that washed through our home, much of which we needed and appreciated, much of which we didn’t, taught me one thing: There’s too much stuff in the world, or at least there’s too much stuff in my corner of it.




  A couple of years later, I moved to Chicago and fell in with a wacky group of folks who found it amusing to see who among them could spend less than anyone else while legally getting the most bang for their nonexistent bucks. They were classic cheap bastards, proud of it, and a bit jealously competitive of anyone who seemed to outperform their cheapness.




  They introduced me to a strange parallel Chicago universe whose citizens wore fetching scavenged fashion and decked their homes in lovely used decor without leveraging their credit to do so. People traveled for free on pretty used bicycles all over the city, where they viewed fine art, heard fine music and poetry, drank fine wine, and ate stinky cheese, all for free. They ushered to see plays for free. They educated themselves and their kids for free or in exchange for volunteering. They bartered. They beautified their neighborhoods by planting flowers and vegetables in public garden spaces. Most struggled now and then to make ends meet but generally maintained nice homes with rents and mortgages that matched their incomes.




  The sun, the moon, the golden sands and gentle waves of mighty Lake Michigan were theirs every weekend, all for free. They worked less overtime and donated more free time than did their counterparts I knew in the expensive Chicago universe. They smiled and laughed more. They exchanged knowing glances with other cheap bastards.




  Oddly, drawing from the bounty of this alternate Chicago universe only seemed to enhance its resources rather than diminish them. inspired by the cheap-bastard life they discovered, more people shared more free or cheap stuff, services, entertainment, and thrifty tips. The free resources continued to grow, and most still do today, even during tough economic times.




  I’ll never live up to the standards of the cheapest of my cheap-bastard senseis, but, thanks to their inspiration, I’ve reached a level of cheap bas-tardom of which I’m quite proud. It’s a nice life, really, and there are good reasons for trying to live it.




  A few years ago, our collective consumer spending outpaced earnings in the United states, representing a negative national consumer savings rate for the first time since the Great Depression. It didn’t take a genius to guess that such debt-driven spending would eventually hit the fan. It’s sad now to see so many people suffering from layoffs, charge-offs, foreclosures, shrunken investment portfolios, and general economic malaise.




  At least big economic slowdowns produce one beneficial side effect. In previous recessions, the U.s. Environmental Protection Agency has noted improved air quality, thanks to fewer people driving to work and fewer factories churning out and delivering consumer goods. The Earth could use a little lessening of our consumption. For years the United states, though comprising less than 5 percent of the world’s population, consumed 30 percent of its resources and produced 25 percent of its waste and greenhouse gasses.




  Let’s hope we emerge from this recession a little wiser. We all need to cut back on the resources we suck from the Earth and the stink we expel back into it. And many of us still need to learn how to spend less than we earn and—here’s an idea—start saving a little money like our boring elders once did.




  The good news is that living more simply doesn’t have to mean having less fun or becoming less generous to yourself or others, especially in a great city like Chicago. sure, you’ve got to toss a bit of money into the local economy to keep it going. But with a little creativity, you can dress, feed, transport, exercise, heal, educate, and entertain yourself well for free or a lot closer to free in its alternate universe of bountiful cheapness.




  Look around Chicago’s alleys, and you’ll see treasures placed neatly next to dumpsters with notes that say "free to a good home." Compliment people on their outfits, and they may proudly recommend the thrift stores where they bought them.




  If you’re a visitor just passing through or a new arrival hoping to put down roots, you’ll find Chicago natives who want to show you around, show off their city, and make sure you have a good, cheap time. And this book is designed to show you around Chicago’s realm of the free and ridiculously cheap.




  Whatever your needs or interests, Chicago offers a wealth of free-to-ridiculously-cheap ways to meet most of them. Whether you’re dirt poor, filthy rich, or somewhere in between, whether you want to have more fun while spending as little as humanly possible or just be able to direct a bit more of your cash toward better causes; whether you live here or are just passing through, I hope this book will help you enjoy all that Chicago offers its nobly cheap bastards.
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THEATER:


    FREE SHOW





    “If you really want to help the American theater, don’t be an actress, dahling. Be an audience.”




    —TALLULAH BANKHEAD


  






  Chicago’s a world-class theater town, with famous stages paced by celebrity master thespians and grassroots performance co-ops whose members invent new forms of dramatic expression. The city’s also busy with top-notch, all-volunteer productions where kids amaze audiences with their prodigious talents and adults without head shots show off some high-quality hobby acting. We’ve even got a little Broadway going on here, complete with long lines, jaded critics, and excited tourists. Whatever your tendencies toward the dramatic, you can find many shows that are completely free, free to volunteer ushers, or at least half price to those in the know. So find your seat, turn off your cell phone, and enjoy the show.




  
THEATERS SEEKING USHERS





  Very few of the people who tear tickets, hand out programs, or show people to their seats in medium-to-small Chicago live theaters are paid to do so. Most are volunteer ushers who get to see the performances for free. Usually they just have to arrive an hour or so early, get a little orientation lecture, help get everyone seated for performances, and then sit down to enjoy the show. They may have to direct folks to concession areas and bathrooms during intermissions. How theaters find and schedule their volunteers, and what they require of them, varies by company. For popular shows you may need to reserve your performance several weeks in advance. Other times you can call a week or a few days before a show and find a grateful house manager happy to sign you up. Most theaters will try to accommodate two people who want to ush together. After performances, ushers usually help clean up, but that rarely involves much more than a few minutes of picking up discarded programs. As a bonus, you’ll meet like-minded theater fans and get a hearty thanks from the house manager.




  While many theaters use only ushers from an organization called The Saints (see page 9), many organize their own (at no cost to you), and some use a combination. If you’re a Saints member, you’ll generally call the Saints coordinator for the theater you want to attend, as listed in the members’ monthly newsletter. If you’re not a Saint (but still a nice person, I’m sure), start by checking the Web site or calling the box office of the theater you’re interested in attending. They’ll route you to their own volunteer coordinator, a voice mail box or e-mail address, or their personal Saints coordinator. Don’t be deterred if a theater has the Saints coordinate all of its ushers but you’re not a Saints member and don’t want to pay to be one. For some venues the Saints fill ushering gigs with nonmembers too. For others they use Saints members almost exclusively but will make occasional exceptions when they’re shorthanded. The number and type of ushers (Saints, non-Saints, or a combination) are listed by each theater.




  About Face Theatre




  Center on Halsted,


  3656 North Halsted Street (at Waveland Avenue)


  (773) 784-8565


  www.aboutfacetheatre.com


  Ushers per performance: 2 to 4 Saints




  This theater company works within and beyond the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender community to create and present plays about gender and sexual identity. Performances take place in different venues. The company also includes a youth theater with plays by young folks from fourteen to twenty years old.




  American Theater Company




  1909 West Byron Street (at North Wolcott Avenue)


  (773) 409-4125


  www.atcweb.org


  Ushers per performance: 2 Saints




  American Theater Company produces plays about the American experience, with stories from decades past and today. The company welcomes volunteers for ushering and other short-term assignments.




  Apollo Theater




  2540 North Lincoln Avenue (at West Lill Avenue)


  (773) 935-6100


  www.apollochicago.com


  info@apollochicago.com


  Ushers per performance: 2 Saints




  The venue that hosted The Vagina Monologues and Menopause the Musical keeps the place booked with pop-theater hits. Apollo generally won’t book you much earlier than the week you want to usher.




  A Reasonable Facsimile Theatre Company




  (773) 418-4475


  www.arftco.com


  Ushers per performance: 1; organizes own usher




  This company puts on performances in a variety of venues. The company asks ushers to wear their company T-shirt over their own clothes, which can be casual as long as they’re "decent." Though the theater can use only one usher per show, it will sell a half-price ticket to your guest.




  Athenaeum Theatre




  2936 North Southport Avenue (at West Oakdale Avenue)


  (773) 935-6860


  www.athenaeumtheatre.com


  Ushers per performance: varies by show; Saints only




  This venue, which has served a number of recreational, educational, and spiritual roles since 1911, hosts productions by guest theater and performance companies.




  Briar Street Theatre




  3133 North Halsted Street (at Briar Place)


  (773) 348-4000


  www.blueman.com


  Ushers per performance: 4; organizes own ushers




  Blue Man Group’s Chicago troupe took over Briar street Theatre a long time ago, and this critically acclaimed sensation shows no sign of moving out. Ushers show up an hour early, hand out programs, and help the house staff clean up after the show. Don’t worry: Cleaning up involves hoisting armfuls of paper into trash cans but stops before you have to mop up the colorful fluids spewn during the show.




  Chicago Shakespeare Theater




  800 East Grand Avenue (on Navy Pier)


  (312) 595-5659


  www.chicagoshakes.com


  Ushers per performance: 11 to 12 Saints and non-Saints




  Would an usher by any other name still see the show for free? sure! The theater’s ushering hotline announces which shows have booked all the ushers they need and which still need volunteers. The theater uses ushers for all shows, even kids’ matinees during the day. The saints also coordinate ushers for them.




  Chopin Theatre




  1543 West Division Street (at North Milwaukee Avenue)


  (773) 278-1500


  www.chopintheatre.com


  Ushers per performance: varies by production; Saints only




  This venue has hosted thousands of plays, films, and other events from visiting companies and performers over the years. It also has produced more than 110 of its own works, most of which spring from Eastern European and Polish roots.




  City Lit Theater Company




  1020 West Bryn Mawr Avenue (inside Edgewater Presbyterian Church, wheelchair accessible, between North Kenmore Avenue and North Sheridan Road)


  (773) 293-3682


  www.citylit.org


  Ushers per performance: 2 Saints




  This theater’s work is based on literature and plays from famous playwrights such as Edward Albee to local Chicago playwrights. The theater’s mission is to "spark literary imagination." some works have also sparked the occasional controversy.




  

    

      Dress the Part




      Spiffy black slacks and a crisp white shirt are the traditional costume that many theaters require of their volunteer ushers. Others ask ushers to wear all black or just ask that you dress up a bit. Be sure to ask what to wear when you make reservations for your ushering gig. Not all theaters have dress codes, but those that do take them seriously and may not let you ush if your attire isn’t up to snuff.


    


  




  Court Theatre




  5535 South Ellis Avenue (between East 55th Street and East 56th Street)


  (773) 753-4472


  www.courttheatre.org




  Ushers per performance: 4 to 7 Saints




  This theater company produces classic works of such venerable playwrights as Chekhov, Wilson, Williams, and Shakespeare.




  eta Creative Arts Foundation




  7558 South South Chicago Avenue (near South Kimbark Avenue)


  (773) 752-3955


  www.etacreativearts.org




  This South Shore institution has been preserving and promoting "the African American aesthetic" in Chicago for nearly forty years. To that end, the eta hosts theater, music, and dance performances, an art gallery and studio, and classes for adults and children. Most charge a fee, but the center welcomes long-term volunteers for ushering, clerical help, and other tasks. Eta offers free author readings and book signings the third Thursday of most months, starting at 6:00 p.m.




  Goodman Theatre




  170 North Dearborn Street (between West Randolph Street and West Lake Street)


  Ushering hotline: (312) 443-3808


  www.goodmantheatre.org


  ushering@goodmantheatre.org


  Ushers per performance: 6 to 12 Saints and non-Saints




  Each season the Goodman rounds up some of the country’s best talent to perform its new and classic works. It needs some of the city’s best ushers to see them for free. Start by leaving a message with the theater’s ushering voice or e-mail systems. Provide your name, phone number, dates you’re available to usher, and the number of others in your group who would like to usher with you. The Goodman can accommodate up to four theatergoers in one party. A volunteer coordinator will let you know if they can use you for any of those dates. Goodman prefers to use ushers who sign up for several shows over the entire season, but it always has holes to fill. Once you’re registered as an usher, you’ll receive a welcome packet and additional mailings that let you know what’s coming up.




  Greenhouse Theater Center




  2257 North Lincoln Avenue (between West Belden Avenue and West Webster Avenue)


  (773) 404-7336


  www.greenhousetheater.org


  Ushers per performance: 4 Saints per main stage, 2 Saints per studio performance




  This theater space, formerly occupied by the Victory Gardens Theater, now hosts classic and new plays by a variety of Chicago theater companies.




  Lifeline Theatre




  6912 North Glenwood Avenue (at West Farwell Avenue)


  (773) 761-4477


  www.lifelinetheatre.com


  Ushers per performance: 2 Saints




  This theater in a former electric company substation puts on plays for adults, kids more than two years old, and families. Past performances have included Pride and Prejudice, A Wrinkle in Time, and Cat’s Cradle.




  Links Hall




  3435 North Sheffield Avenue (at North Clark Street and West Newport Avenue)


  (773) 281-0824


  www.linkshall.org


  info@linkshall.org


  Ushers per performance: Varies by performance; organizes own ushers




  This free-spirited venue rents its space to a lot of fine (and often cash-strapped) performers, spoken-word events, and small theater companies. Links welcomes volunteers for ushering, office work, bulk mailing pizza parties, cleaning, and general office work and lets those volunteers see performances for free.




  Lookingglass Theatre Company




  821 North Michigan Avenue (inside Chicago Water Works at East Pearson Street)


  Box office: (312) 337-0665


  www.lookingglasstheatre.org


  Ushers per performance: 5 to 6, mostly Saints




  

    

      Meet the Saints




      The Saints (P.O. Box 170164, Chicago, IL, 60617-0164; (773) 5295510; www.saintschicago.org) is a nonprofit group that rounds up ushers and other volunteers for several theater, dance, and music companies and venues in Chicago. That allows performing arts folks to concentrate on producing great work rather than worrying about trying to find good, free help. Becoming a member of The Saints will set you back $65 per year. That’s as much as a single ticket to many big-time plays here, so don’t sign up just to see a play or two. But it’s not a bad deal if you usher to see a lot of plays throughout the year, and the money raised goes toward scholarships for young thespians and grants to help struggling companies keep the lights on and their spaces up to code.




      Once you sign up, you’ll receive monthly paper or e-mail copies of the group’s newsletter, Spotlight, which highlights an extensive list of upcoming events for which Saints can usher. You’ll get additional announcements and alerts almost daily of shows that need ushers ASAP, and you can call the group’s twenty-four-hour hotline to hear about events needing help. When you find shows you want to see, call or e-mail their Saints coordinators, give them a couple of dates that work for you, and they’ll see which of those dates work for them. Coordinators usually will accommodate two ushers who want to work together, but they generally don’t like to set up larger groups of acquaintances. That’s because when one usher cancels, they all cancel, leaving the coordinator shorthanded.




      Make sure you understand and do everything the Saints ask of you. Show up when they ask you to show up, follow instructions, and don’t mess with their dress codes. If you prove yourself unreliable, the house manager or Saints coordinator may turn you away, boot you out of the syndicate, and you’ll never ush in this town again. These are powerful people you’re dealing with here, but they’re good folks who work hard to support cash-strapped Chicago theaters.




      The Catch Annual $65 memberships run from June 1 through May 31, and they’re not prorated if you join late in that fiscal year. So get your money’s worth and join in early June to get the most ushing for your buck.


    


  




  Lookingglass has settled its off-Loop company into this historic, castlelike Loop building. Architects designed the space to change with the needs of different performances. Call the box office or check the theater’s Web site for contact information of its current saints coordinator. Scheduling begins about six weeks before previews of new plays.




  The Neo-Futurists / The Neo-Futurarium




  5153 North Ashland Avenue (between West Foster Avenue and West Winona Street)


  Show hotline: (773) 275-5255


  www.neofuturists.org


  volunteer@neofuturists.org


  Ushers per performance: uses long-term volunteers for a variety of tasks, not as onetime usher




  Located above a funeral home, the Neo-Futurarium is home of the Neo-Futurist ensemble, whose members write and perform plays based, for the most part, on their own life experiences and ideas. They’re best-known for the wildly popular, long-running Friday through Sunday show, Too Much Light Makes the Baby Go Blind. it’s a collection of thirty plays that actors attempt to perform in an hour or less. The company also produces four prime-time productions each year, which generally run Thursday through Saturday at 8:00 p.m. All previews and Thursday night performances are pay what you can (it’s up to you whether that’s big bucks or a hug). You can also become a long-term volunteer and see plays for free.




  Pegasus Players Theatre




  O’Rourke Center for the Performing Arts, Truman College


  1145 West Wilson Avenue (between North Magnolia Avenue and North Broadway Street)


  (773) 878-9761


  www.pegasusplayers.org


  Ushers per performance: 2 to 4 Saints




  You can usher through the saints for this company or pay what you can at most Friday performances. If you’re with a social service agency and would like to bring a group of your clients or guests for free, call extension 17 at the box office to speak with the outreach coordinator.




  Raven Theatre




  6157 North Clark Street (between West Granville Avenue and West Hood Avenue)


  (773) 338-2177


  www.raventheatre.com


  Ushers per performance: 2 Saints




  This theater company presents classic and new plays that explore American life, from Mamet, Williams, and Miller to playwrights you haven’t heard of yet. Raven also presents children’s theater.




  Redmoon Theater




  1438 West Kinzie Street (enter at 1463 West Hubbard Street)


  (312) 850-8440


  www.redmoon.org


  information@redmoon.org


  Ushers per performance: 2 to 40 Saints and non-Saints




  Redmoon Theater produces fanciful contraptions, artwork, music, dance, and plots, then ties them all together into their famous "spectacles." They take place indoors, often at Redmoon Central, or in outdoor public spaces that can draw crowds as big as 2,000 people. Thus the wide range of ushers needed.




  Steppenwolf Theatre Company




  1650 North Halsted Street (between West North Avenue and West Willow Street)


  House manager’s office: (312) 932-2445


  www.steppenwolf.org


  Ushers per performance: 2 to 12 Saints and non-Saints




  This venerable staple of Chicago theater began as a company in a church basement and since then has included ensemble members Gary sinise, Laurie Metcalf, Joan Allen, and John Malkovich. Call as early as possible to book an ushering opportunity for any show you want to see. Steppenwolf books slots quickly, but it’s worth calling even on the day of a performance in case they need some last-minute help.




  Strawdog Theatre Company




  3829 North Broadway Street (between West Grace Street and West Sheridan Road)


  (773) 528-9696


  www.strawdog.org


  Ushers per performance: 1 to 2 Saints or non-Saints




  This small theater puts on new interpretations of classics and new work all its own.




  Theatre Building Chicago




  1225 West Belmont Avenue (west of North Racine Avenue)


  (773) 327-5252


  www.theatrebuildingchicago.org


  Ushers per performance: 2 Saints only




  This venue hosts the performances of guest theater companies, and the saints organize the ushers for all events.




  TimeLine Theatre Company




  615 West Wellington Avenue (between North Broadway Street and North Clark Street)


  (773) 281-8463


  www.timelinetheatre.com


  Ushers per performance: 1 to 2 Saints




  TimeLine presents plays inspired by history on topics that are still relevant today.




  Victory Gardens Theater




  2433 North Lincoln Avenue (in Biograph between West Montana Street and


  West Fullerton Avenue)(773) 871-3000


  www.victorygardens.org


  Ushers per performance: 4 Saints




  In addition to providing ushering opportunities through the Saints, the theater also offers free performance viewings through open rehearsals.




  
CHEAP SEATS





  Goldstar Events




  www.goldstar.com




  This California-based purveyor of discount performance tickets serves the Chicago area too. Get yourself on the Goldstar Events mailing list by entering a bit of your personal information (to be sold to marketers, no doubt), and they’ll send you notices of discount tickets to local performances, many of which are half-price. Some theaters offer tickets to free previews of performances through Goldstar too.




  Hot Tix




  www.hottix.org


  72 East Randolph Street (across the street from the Chicago Cultural Center between North Wabash Avenue and North Garland Court)


  Chicago Water Works Visitor Center, 163 East Pearson Street (east of North Michigan Avenue, south of Water Tower Place)




  The League of Chicago Theatres runs these ticket centers to move half-price tickets for same-day and next-day shows at Chicago-area theaters (including many of those listed in this chapter), dance companies, and other performance venues. Hot Tix publishes the day’s available tickets on its Web site. For those performances, you can use a credit card to purchase tickets online and then pick them up at the performance venue’s will call window. Be prepared to show the card you used to purchase the tickets along with a photo ID. You can also stop by one of the Hot Tix locations listed above to buy tickets to performances, including those not listed on the Web site.




  

    

      Rush Tickets




      Many theaters and other live performance venues offer students, and sometimes teachers and senior citizens, significant discounts for tickets purchased right before shows open. If you fit the bill, contact the box office hosting the show you’d like to see to discuss their terms. If you’re buying tickets right before the show anyway, ask at the box office when you arrive, and be ready to show your current student ID or other proof of age or status.


    


  




  
SUGGESTED DONATION





  Chicago Dramatists




  1105 West Chicago Avenue (at North Milwaukee Avenue)


  (312) 633-0630


  www.chicagodramatists.org




  The Catch $5 suggested donation.




  Chicago Dramatists helps playwrights hone their craft and polish their scripts. You can help by attending the organization’s "Saturday Series," which are staged readings and discussions of plays being developed.




  The Neo-Futurists / The Neo-Futurarium




  5153 North Ashland Avenue (between West Foster Avenue and West Winona Street)




  Show hotline: (773) 275-5255


  www.neofuturists.org volunteer@neofuturists.org




  You can pay what you can for all previews and Thursday 8:00 p.m. performances by this ensemble, which creates and performs plays based on the life experiences and ideas of its members. Or you can become a long-term volunteer and see its plays for free.




  Pegasus Players Theatre




  O’Rourke Center for the Performing Arts, Truman College


  1145 West Wilson Avenue (between North Magnolia Avenue and North Broadway Street)


  (773) 878-9761


  www.pegasusplayers.org




  Pay what you can at most Friday performances. If you’re with a social service agency and would like to bring a group of your clients or guests for free, call extension 17 at the box office to speak with the outreach coordinator.




  Scrap Mettle Soul




  4750 North Sheridan Road, suite 375


  (773) 275-3999


  www.scrapmettlesoul.org




  This neighborhood theatrical effort uses volunteer actors performing the works of volunteers writing stories and plays about their own lives. Many plays are about life in the eclectic Uptown neighborhood of Chicago. Plays have included actors from four to ninety-two years old, from many countries, and from homeless to wealthy. The organization produces a play or two per year in various Uptown venues. All plays include suggested donations, and Scrap Mettle Soul welcomes volunteers to help with tasks before opening day.




  Theater Oobleck




  (moves from venue to venue)


  (773) 347-1041


  www.theateroobleck.com




  The actors of this collective theater write their own plays and work without directors. The result is fresh, experimental theater with a staunch policy of "$12 suggested donation, more if you’ve got it, free if you’re broke." Well, bless your souls, Theater Oobleck.




  
JUST PLAIN FREE THEATER





  Alliance Francaise




  810 North Dearborn Street (between West Chestnut Street and West Chicago Avenue)


  (312) 337-1070


  www.afchicago.com




  Chicago’s epitome of Frenchness has been known to host the occasional free play, usually in French.




  Chicago Cultural Center




  78 East Washington Street (at North Michigan Avenue)


  Wheelchair access at 77 East Randolph Street


  (312) 744-6630 / TTY: (312) 744-2947


  www.chicagoculturalcenter.org




  What better venue in which to enjoy free live theater than "The People’s Palace"? The Chicago Cultural Center is buzzing with plenty of free culture, including plays, dance, music, lectures, literary programs, history, and art.




  Chicago Public Library




  (312) 747-4300


  www.chipublib.org




  Yep, your hardworking public library hosts free theater, too. To see what’s happening at the Harold Washington or your local branch, check the library’s monthly calendar, available online or in paper form, or watch local theater listings.




  Hungry Brain




  2319 West Belmont Avenue (at North Oakley Avenue)


  (773)935-2118




  Every February this bar hosts GroundUp Theatre’s annual Letters/X, a comical cabaret performance of actual letters to ex-, soon-to-be-ex-, and unrequited loves.




  The Newberry Library




  60 West Walton Street (between North Clark Street and North Dearborn Street)


  (312) 943-9090


  www.newberry.org




  This private library hosts a lot of great cultural events, including such free theater as abbreviated versions of Shakespeare plays.




  Victory Gardens Theater




  2433 North Lincoln Avenue (in Biograph between West Montana Street and West Fullerton Avenue)


  (773) 871-3000


  www.victorygardens.org




  The theater offers free performance viewings through open rehearsals.




  

    
SPOKEN WORD:


    FREE SPEECH





    ’There’s no money in poetry, but then there’s no poetry in money, either."




    —ROBERT GRAVES


  






  Talk is cheap, and so are recitations of some of the finest words committed to print, notebook, and cocktail napkin. Whether you crave poetry, short stories, novels, or nonfiction diatribes for children or adults, Chicago’s got a coffeehouse, library, bookstore, bar, gallery, or lecture hall with the out-loud lit to scratch your itch. Meet famous authors, those who should be, and a few who shouldn’t quit their day jobs. Don’t use poverty as your excuse for not attending, buster! Most of the listings here are all scot-free. (In fact, one is even organized by a guy named Scott Free.) Besides, poverty only enhances the poetic experience. As with most event listings in this book, venues and circumstances change—




  like death poet’s bar


  bulldozed for new loft condos


  sad bastard’s new verse




  —(okay, I won’t quit my day job either) so call or check Web sites to confirm schedules before you venture out.




  
MOSTLY POETRY





  Black Rock




  3614 North Damen Avenue (at Addison Street)


  (773) 348-4044


  www.recroomers.com




  "The Reconstruction Room" at the Black Rock bar in the North Center neighborhood pretty much covers your live entertainment needs the first Wednesday of each month at 8:00 p.m. Ya got yer poets, musicians, actors, and other performance-artist types who claim common goals: to "take risks" and "challenge the dominant power structure." United States currency being a key component of that aforementioned power structure, the recroomers don’t want you sullying up the joint with yours. Okay, maybe a donation would be nice, if you’ve got a little extra. Register at 7:30 p.m. If you want to share your talent.




  

    

      The Slam That Started Them All




      Sure, $6 is an outlandish sum of money by the high standards set for this book, but the "Uptown Poetry Slam" is worth the occasional splurge. The original, now widely copied poetry slam is held in the historic Green Mill jazz bar every Sunday from 7:00 to 10:00 p.m. The well-attended open mike features readings by special guests followed by hard-core competition among some of the country’s greatest and up-and-coming poetry slam competitors. You’ll find the Green Mill at 4802 North Broadway Street (at West Lawrence Avenue); (773) 878-5552. Slam founder and organizer Marc Kelly Smith dishes the details at www.slampapi.com. Shows are recorded for later broadcast on XM Radio 163 and Sirius 117.


    


  




  The Café




  5115 North Lincoln Avenue (between West Winona Street and West Carmen Avenue)


  Charlie Newman, poetry organizer: (312) 386-1656




  The Catch Admission is pocket change of $2 and whatever else you want to add when they pass the Crown Royal bag for donations.




  Every Tuesday from 8:00 to 10:00 p.m., join kindred spirits at this bar and restaurant for their poetry open mike. Presenters share three poems of their own or those of others for no more than five minutes per poet. Well-known (in the poetry world, anyway) local poets usually read the last twenty minutes each week.




  Coffee Chicago




  5256 North Broadway Street (between West Berwyn Avenue and West Foster Avenue)


  (773) 784-1305




  The Catch Suggested donation of $3, but it’s $2 if you get up and read.




  The poetry open mike in this coffee cafe is every Friday at 7:30 p.m.




  eta Creative Arts Foundation




  7558 South South Chicago Avenue (near South Kimbark Avenue)


  (773) 752-3955


  www.etacreativearts.org




  This South Shore institution has been preserving and promoting "the African American aesthetic" in Chicago for nearly forty years. It offers free author readings and book signings the third Thursday of most months starting at 6:00 p.m. The eta also hosts theater, music, and dance performances, an art gallery and studio, and classes for adults and children. Most charge a fee, but volunteer ushers can see performances for free. The center welcomes long-term volunteers for ushering, clerical help, and other tasks.




  Hotti Biscotti




  3545 West Fullerton Avenue (at North Drake Avenue)


  (773) 292-6877




  This Logan Square bar presents open-mike poetry the second Thursday of each month starting at around 8:00 p.m.




  Jak’s Tap




  901 West Jackson Boulevard (at South Peoria Street)


  (312) 666-1700


  www.jakstap.com




  The Waiting 4 the Bus poetry series brings a poetry open mike to the West Loop the first and third Mondays of most months from 7:30 to 10:00 p.m. A donation is requested.




  Mercury Cafe




  1505 West Chicago Avenue (at North Armour Street)


  (312) 455-9924


  www.chimercurycafe.com




  Vito Carli hosts an open mike and featured poets the second and fourth Fridays of most months from 7:00 to 9:00 p.m.




  Myopic Books




  1564 North Milwaukee Avenue (southeast of the intersection of North Milwaukee Avenue with North Damen Avenue and West North Avenue)


  (773) 862-4882


  www.myopicbookstore.com




  This chummy Wicker Park bookstore runs poetry readings and talks by accomplished poets. They start at 7:00 p.m. every other Sunday.




  St. Paul’s Cultural Center




  2215 West North Avenue (between North Albany Avenue and North Whipple Street)


  Host Charlie Newman: (312) 386-1656




  The First Friday Poetry Series in this former church offers four featured poets in exchange for free admission, cheap beer, wine, and soft drinks. Performances start at 7:30 p.m. the first Friday of the month. A small donation is requested.




  Trace




  3714 North Clark Street (north of West Waveland Avenue)


  (773) 477-3400


  www.tracechicago.com




  The Catch Suggested donation is $3, but collection is pretty laid-back.




  The PolyRhythmic Arts Collective hosts an open mike in this tavern every Tuesday at 10:00 p.m. It’s about three-quarters poetry and a quarter stand-up comedy and acoustic music. Only adults age twenty-one and older are admitted.




  

    

      Global Warming




      In case July’s not hot enough for you, come add some more hot air or hear it being made at The Newberry Library’s annual Bughouse Square Debates. Speakers with important local, national, and international issues to share stand on soapboxes to tell the world. Judges encourage heckling of soapbox speakers, who all vie for the big prize, the great Dil Pickle, or at least an honorable-mention Dil Pickle pin. The Bughouse Square Debates are in Washington Square Park across from The Newberry Library at 60 West Walton Street (at North Dearborn Street); (312) 255-3510, www.newberry.org.


    


  




  Tweet Let’s Eat




  5024 North Sheridan Road (between West Argyle Street and West Carmen Avenue; enter through Big Chicks)


  (773) 728-5511




  "Homolatte" includes the poetry, music, and other cafe-culture talents of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender performers. The event commences the first and third Tuesday most months, and it gets extra Cheap Bastard brownie points for being emceed by a local poet and musician named Scott Free.




  Weeds




  1555 North Dayton Street (at West Weed Street)


  (312) 943-7815




  The venerable open mike at this hip tavern has been going on for more than twenty years. Readings are sort of supposed to start around 9:30 p.m. but usually don’t get under way until about 10:30 p.m. Hey, some poetry shouldn’t be held to a schedule. To sign up to read, show up about a half hour earlier than you think the event will start. Or whenever you feel like it.




  

    

      A Week of Stories




      Every year around March, Columbia College presents Story Week, a festival of free literary events held at the college, at the Harold Washington Library, and at bars, cafes, and other venues around the city. Past storytelling greats have included Studs Terkel, Dorothy Allison, Richard Price, and Stuart Dybek. For more information, contact Columbia College’s Fiction Writing Department at (312) 344-7611, or check local listings as the event approaches.


    


  




  
STORY TIMES FOR GROWN-UPS





  Chicago Public Library




  (312) 747-4300


  www.chipublib.org




  The Chicago Public Library hosts weekly story hours at the Harold Washington Library, Sulzer and Woodson Regional Libraries, and many of the neighborhood branches. To find out what’s going on near you or across the city, stop by your local branch, call the library’s main number, check its comprehensive Web site, or pick up a calendar at your local branch.




  The Whistler




  2421 North Milwaukee Avenue


  (773) 227-3530


  www.whistlerchicago.com




  Jason Behrends hosts the Orange Alert Reading Series at Whistler the third Sunday of each month, starting at 5:00 p.m.




  
AUTHOR APPEARANCES AND BOOK DISCUSSIONS





  57th Street Books




  1301 East 57th Street (at South Kimbark Avenue)


  (773) 684-1300


  http://semcoop.booksense.com




  You won’t hear Danielle Steel reading romances here. This smart shop basks in the University of Chicago’s amazing mind powers, and it hosts the serious authors to prove it.




  Barbara’s Bookstore




  www.barbarasbookstore.com


  1218 South Halsted Street (at West Roosevelt Road); (312) 413-2665


  111 North State Street (on lower level of Macy’s at East Washington Street); (312) 781-3033


  1100 Lake Street, Oak Park (at North Marion Street); (708) 848-9140




  This small, mostly local chain hosts authors reading a variety of fiction and nonfiction work.




  Barnes & Noble Booksellers




  1441 West Webster Avenue (at North Clifton Avenue)


  (773) 871-3610


  www.barnesandnoble.com




  Barnes & Noble beckons you to hear authors read so you’ll buy their books. Check for upcoming events on their Web site.




  The Book Cellar




  4736-38 North Lincoln Avenue (between West Lawrence Avenue and West Leland Avenue)


  (773) 293-2665


  www.bookcellarinc.com




  This bookstore, wine bar, and cafe with cozy couches offers half-price wine during book club discussions. It also hosts acoustic music and, of course, author readings and discussions. Local authors are featured the third Wednesday of each month at 7:00 p.m.




  Books-a-Million




  114 South Clark Street (between West Monroe Street and West Adams Street)


  (312) 857-0613


  www.booksamillion.com




  This South Loop bookstore hosts many author appearances starting at noon on weekdays, perfect timing for downtown office workers to fit in a little literary lunch break.




  

    

      Literary Ambitions




      Chicago inspires reading, what with having five months of hibernation-inducing winter and another five months of decent beach-reading weather. (Yes, the other two months we watch TV like everybody else.) And we’ve got an active community of local literati to help make reading a communal experience. Here are a few of my favorites, devoted to organizing and promoting readings of poetry and prose in a variety of venues. Check out their Web sites for upcoming events, interviews, reviews, and blogs about books.




      Bookslut Reading Series




      www.bookslut.com




      This Chicago literary Web site hosts three or four local and visiting authors reading and discussing their works at each event. Readings take place in venues such as bars, cafes, and the Museum of Contemporary Art. Check the Web site for upcoming events. They’re free, but you’re asked to chip in to help the authors cover their travel expenses.




      The Guild Literary Complex




      (877) 394-5061


      www.guildcomplex.org




      The Guild sponsors a variety of spoken-word events around town, including Palabra Pura, a monthly bilingual reading by Chicano and Latino wordsmiths.




      Literago




      www.literago.com




      This Web site includes news, opinion, and heads up about local literary events, including spoken word events, author signings, and lectures.
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