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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—establishments close, phone numbers change, hiking trails are rerouted, facilities come under new management, etc.

We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be made better and be kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

The Globe Pequot Press
Reader Response/Editorial Department
P.O. Box 480
Guilford, CT 06437

Or you may e-mail us at:
editorial@GlobePequot.com

Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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The prices, rates, and hours listed in this guidebook were confirmed at press time. We recommend, however, that you call establishments to obtain current information before traveling.
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For all my Chicago Peeps:
You know who you are!
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introduction

As the author of It Happened in Chicago (Globe Pequot Press, 2009), which focuses on events that occurred over the city’s history, I knew I would enjoy working on a book that focuses on “curiosities” that can be seen and experienced in modern-day Chicago.

The most challenging thing about putting this book together was deciding how to organize the curiosities I discovered by geographical section. The Social Science Research Committee at the University of Chicago has divided Chicago into seventy-seven well-defined community areas. But the average Chicagoan doesn’t refer to his neighborhood as, for example, “Community Area Number 55.”

Typically, Chicagoans use terms such as Loop, Near North Side, West Side, South Side, and so forth. The names and boundaries of these neighborhoods shift and change, depending on who is describing them. There are those who will disagree with the placement of some of my curiosities, but on the whole, I think I’ve done a pretty good job.

My purpose in writing this book is to celebrate a city that bubbles over with wonderfully quirky people, places, and phenomena. I hope you enjoy these curiosities, whether they make you chuckle, marvel, giggle, or groan.



  CHAPTER 1 Loop and Near South


  The Loop is
  Chicago’s business district, named after the looping route of streetcars that once served the city. Elevated trains now encircle the downtown area along roughly the same path. The Loop is where business meets pleasure in the form of art, recreation, and culture.



  The Loop contains such famous structures and institutions as the Monadnock Building, the Chicago Cultural Center (formerly Chicago’s oldest public library), the Art Institute of Chicago, and the Civic Opera House. If you’re interested in a night at the theater, you can choose from the best, including the Goodman, Chicago, Auditorium, Cadillac Palace, Bank of America (Shubert Theatre) and the Ford Center for the Performing Arts (Oriental Theatre).



  Grant Park, often referred to as “Chicago’s Front Yard,” is part of the Loop. Millennium Park, which officially opened in 2004, offers some of the most fascinating and “curious” sculptures in the world.



  The Near South Side has changed dramatically over the years. At the time of the Great Fire of 1871, Prairie Avenue was the city’s most prestigious street. Printer’s Row, once the home of Chicago’s printing and publishing industry, is now a residential area. A stroll through the old Dearborn Station will take you back to the heyday of travel by rail.



  The Near South Side is known for its world-class natural science museums: the Field Museum of Natural History, the Shedd Aquarium, and the Adler Planetarium. Here you’ll also find Soldier Field, home of the Chicago Bears professional football team.



  
    Come Fly with Me!
  

  Savings of America Mural

  So you’re walking past 120 North LaSalle St. when something catches your eye. There are wings involved, along with huge swatches of blue and white, and a couple of guys in short white tunics.

 
    [image: Looks like fun, but things didn’t turn out so well for Icarus . . .]
 
      Looks like fun, but things didn’t turn out so well for Icarus . . .
    

  

  No, you haven’t stumbled onto the annual Chicago Greek Parade. What you’ve encountered is a mural that arches over the entrance of the Savings of America building. If you don’t know Greek mythology, there’s no telling what you’re going to make of this mural.

  If you do know Greek mythology, you might realize that the two winged fellows are Daedalus and Icarus. Daedalus, an architect, inventor, and master craftsman, made a pair of artificial wings for himself and his son, Icarus. Daedalus warned his son not to fly too close to the sun, but Icarus got careless. The sun melted the wax holding his wings together, and he fell into the sea and drowned.

  Created by artist Roger Brown, The Flight of Daedalus and Icarus is rendered in Italian glass mosaic. Brown, who died in 1997, was known for incorporating wry commentary into his works of art. Placed on the Savings of America building, the image of Daedalus and Icarus may well carry a message for the leaders of industry.




  
    It’s Right There in Black and White!
  

  Monument with Standing Beast

  My initial reaction to Jean Dubuffet’s white fiberglass sculpture Monument with Standing Beast was that I wished it had been in my backyard or a nearby park when I was growing up. Dubuffet described the sculpture as a “drawing which extends . . . into space.” He wanted it to be something people could experience, rather than just a structure to be simply viewed.

  Unveiled in 1984, the sculpture is formed of four interrelated elements that are said to represent a standing animal, a tree, a portal, and an architectural form. To me it looks sort of like an ice castle where the Snow Queen would live, or a huge piece of crumpled paper which, when unfolded, might become something glorious before crunching itself back up and freezing in place.

  At 29 feet tall, the sculpture is dwarfed by the seventeen-story James R. Thompson Center, on whose plaza it sits. Yet Monument with Standing Beast holds its own, catching your eye, drawing you to its side. You can see it at 100 West Randolph St.

  
    [image: Jean Dubuffet’s white fiberglass sculpture invites visitors to enter it.]
 
      Jean Dubuffet’s white fiberglass sculpture invites visitors to enter it.
    

  




  
    Alas, Poor Del!
  

  The Skull at the Goodman Theatre

  You may not have heard of Del Close, but what about Bill Murray, Joan Rivers, John Candy, or Tina Fey? Del Close had a significant influence on all of them. An actor and improvisational comic, Del played mentor and guru to a startling number of the twentieth century’s most prominent comedians.

  According to Del’s friend Kim “Howard” Johnson, the comic’s deathbed scene in 1999 was worthy of an award. As jazz musicians, nurses, reporters, friends, and cameramen gathered around, Del declared that he wanted to bequeath his skull to the Goodman Theatre. He imagined the theater might use it in a production of Hamlet, for the scene in which the Danish prince unearths a skull and declares, “Alas, poor Yorick!”

  
    [image: A dying man’s last wish (or a reasonable facsimile thereof)]

      A dying man’s last wish (or a reasonable facsimile thereof)
    

  

  The hospital refused to honor Del’s wishes. Undaunted, Del’s partner, Charna, purchased a skull from a medical supply company, and she and her sister pulled out as many teeth as they could in order to make it resemble Del more . . . um . . . Closely. The ersatz “skull of Del Close” now resides in the associate producer’s office at the Goodman on a red velvet cushion in a Lucite case.

  The Goodman Theatre is located at 170 North Dearborn St.




  
    Advertising a Work of Art
  

  The Oliver Typewriter Building

  In these days of loud and blatant advertising, one longs for the times when promotion was more subtle and artistic. Take, for example, the Oliver Building on North Dearborn Street. Designed by the architectural firm of Holabird & Roche, it was built in 1907, with two more floors being added in 1920, for a total of seven stories.

  The facade of the building is striking, with its dark green cast-iron ornamentation of rams, lions, and fish. When gazing at the delicate ironwork, one’s subconscious may or may not register the fact that the company’s name appears on the building in no fewer than twenty-six places. A less obtrusive rendering of “The Oliver Typewriter Company” can scarcely be imagined.


      Trivia

      
        In 2003, in the dead of night, crews under orders from mayor Richard J. Daley bulldozed large gouges into the runway surface at Meigs Field, an airport located on Northerly Island, a peninsula that juts into Lake Michigan. The Federal Aviation Administration was not notified in advance, nor were airplane owners. The mayor wanted the airport closed, and closed it was, leaving sixteen planes stranded.
      

    
 
 The Oliver Building is at 159 North Dearborn St. It was designated a Chicago Landmark in 1984.




  
    Going Up?
  

  The Sky Chapel

  If you want to visit the Sky Chapel, you’ll need to go up. Way up. Like two elevators and a set of stairs “up.” Located in the Chicago Temple Building, the chapel sits 400 feet above the streets of the Windy City.

  The Temple Building, a neo-Gothic-style skyscraper designed by Holabird & Roche for the First United Methodist Church, was completed in 1924. It has twenty-three floors devoted to religious and office use (legendary attorney Clarence Darrow once had an office on the sixth floor). The Sky Chapel, installed in 1952, was a gift from Myrtle Walgreen in honor of her husband, who founded the Walgreen’s drugstore chain. Seating only about thirty people, it is used primarily for gatherings such as baptisms, weddings, and funerals.

  At 568 feet tall, the Chicago Temple Building is the tallest church building in the world, although not the tallest church in the world. That honor belongs to the Ulm cathedral in Ulm, Germany. The First United Methodist Church, founded in 1831, is the oldest church congregation in Chicago.

  The Chicago Temple Building is located at 77 West Washington St. For more information, call (312) 236-4548 or visit www.chicagotemple.org.




  
    A Baboon/Horse/Grasshopper by Any Other Name
  

  The Picasso

  As the story goes, when artist Pablo Picasso was eighty-two years old, an architectural firm approached him about creating a sculpture that would stand outside the Chicago Civic Center (now the Richard J. Daley Center). Supposedly, Picasso was offered $100,000 but turned down the money, stating that the sculpture would be his gift to Chicago.


      
        The Name Game
      

      
        More than 300 years after explorers Louis Jolliet and Father Jacques Marquette set foot in the area, scholars, linguists, and etymologists are still debating the origin and meaning of the name “Chicago.” Everyone seems to agree that the name came from a Native American word. But which word? And what was the correct meaning of that word? Researcher John F. Swenson presents a convincing argument that “Chicago” refers to a wild garlic or leek plant and was likely a reference to a large patch of this plant, which would have been useful as a survival food.
      

      
        Contrary to popular belief, Chicago’s most common nickname, “the Windy City,” probably did not originate in 1890 with Charles Dana, editor of the New York Sun
        .
        For one thing, his words have never been found; it can’t be proven that he ever wrote them. For another thing, the nickname appears as early as 1860 in a Milwaukee newspaper. Ohio newspapers also used the term repeatedly during the 1870s— meaning “windy” both literally and figuratively (as a reference to bragging).
      

      
        Poet Carl Sandburg is responsible for a couple of other popular Chicago nicknames: “City of the Big Shoulders” and “Hog Butcher for the World.”
      

    
  
  The completed work of art, constructed of the same type of steel as that used for the Civic Center, is 50 feet tall and weighs 162 tons. It was unveiled in 1967 by Mayor Daley, who declared: “What is strange to us today will be familiar tomorrow.” Strange indeed. The sculpture has been said to resemble, variously, a woman’s head, an Afghan hound, a rusty tin can, a baboon with wings, a predatory grasshopper, a horse, an angel, a cow sticking out its tongue, a human rib cage and appendix, and a Viking ship. Me? I think it looks an awful lot like Big Bird.

  One day not too long ago, I noticed that the Picasso was wearing a Chicago Blackhawks hockey helmet. The Blackhawks had made it into the 2010 Stanley Cup Playoffs. In Chicago, even the sculptures are sports fans.

  The Chicago Picasso, featured on the cover of Chicago Curiosities, is located at 50 West Washington St.




  
    Does Anybody Really Know What Time It Is?
  

  The Great Clocks

  Decades before Robert Lamm of the rock band Chicago wrote the song referenced in the title of this entry, Chicago merchant Marshall Field was making a special effort to let everybody know what time it was.

  In 1897 the first of the Great Clocks was installed over the entrance of the twelve-story granite building housing Marshall Field and Company. Mr. Field liked the idea of his store being a meeting place, and the clock—designed by Pierce Anderson—could be seen for miles. That same year, Field erected a second Great Clock on another corner of the building.

  To this day, people often arrange to meet under one of the clocks, each of which weighs about seven and a half tons. Sometimes the timepieces are “dressed up” to reflect city or store events. For example, they wear chef’s hats during Culinary Week.

  The Great Clocks, located at 111 North State St., were equipped with GPS (Global Positioning System) technology in 2009 to ensure that everybody really does know what time it is.

  
    [image: Thanks to Marshall Field, everybody on State Street knows what time it is!]

      Thanks to Marshall Field, everybody on State Street knows what time it is!
    

  




  
    Smurfette in the Sky with Diamonds?
  

  The Smurfit-Stone Building


    [image: The Smurfit-Stone Building]
   
      The Smurfit-Stone Building
    

  

  I confess that at first, I wanted to include the Smurfit-Stone Building in this book simply because of its name. I know it’s silly, but I pictured myself going into this building and seeing Papa Smurf, Smurfette, Brainy Smurf . . . well, you get the idea. I just wasn’t sure that the name alone was “curious” enough. Then I found out about the whole feng shui thing.

  You see, the most noticeable feature of the Smurfit-Stone Building is its sharply slanted, diamond-shaped roof (it’s actually two almost identical triangles with their edges nearly touching). Feng shui experts declared that this was “bad feng shui” for the city. According to feng shui principles, odd shapes direct energy in uneven or chaotic ways. On the Smurfit-Stone Building, the sharp tip of the diamond is like an arrow pointing directly at people and buildings below.

  As it turned out, bad feng shui wasn’t the only problem. Ice had a nasty habit of sliding off the sloping roof, injuring people coming into the building. The entrance had to be moved to the other side to reduce the probability.

  But there is still the matter of that sharp point aimed at innocent passersby. Can Papa Smurf find a way to remedy this bad feng shui? Tune in next week!

  The Smurfit-Stone Building is located at 150 North Michigan Ave.

    
      Trivia

      
        When the Sun-Times Building at 401 North Wabash was demolished in 2004, a time capsule designed to last 18,000 years was uncovered. This would have been exciting except for the fact that the capsule was less than fifty years old. It had been placed in 1958 when the structure was built.
      

    




  
    Cool Bean!
  

  
    Cloud Gate
  

  The name Cloud Gate may sound like it refers to a scandal involving the National Weather Service. In fact, it refers to a 66-foot long, 33-foot high, 42-foot wide, 110-ton sculpture inspired by a drop of liquid mercury, which it strongly resembles.

  Stay with me here. This is Chicago. Anything is possible.

  In creating Cloud Gate, sculptor Anish Kapoor wanted to “make something that would engage the Chicago skyline . . . so that one will see the clouds kind of floating in, with those very tall buildings reflected in the work.” He succeeded (brilliantly, I might add). Eighty percent of the stainless steel sculpture’s surface reflects the sky.


    [image: Inspired by liquid mercury, “The Bean” dazzles and delights.]
   
      Inspired by liquid mercury, “The Bean” dazzles and delights.
    

  

  Not everyone was impressed when the partially completed sculpture was unveiled in 2004. Some called it unimaginative. Others labeled it “The Electric Kidney Bean.” Ultimately, Mr. Bean . . . er . . . Mr. Kapoor had the last laugh on his detractors. The semifinished sculpture became such a public favorite that completion had to be postponed. Massive crowds gathered in Millennium Park to interact with Cloud Gate , aka “The Bean.” In April 2006 the buffed, polished, final product was revealed, and it continues to draw large crowds.

  The “gate” part of Cloud Gate is a 12-foot-tall arch under which visitors can walk, stand, sit, or lie on the ground, gazing at reflections in the polished surface. The chamber created by the arch is like a hall of mirrors. You are surrounded, enveloped, transported to another realm or maybe a parallel universe in which everything seems vaguely familiar yet wonderfully strange. It’s futuristic, magical, magnificent, mind-bending, elegant, ever-changing, and irresistible. Those who call it “unimaginative” are perhaps, well, a bit unimaginative themselves.

  
    Cloud Gate is located in Millennium Park, which is bounded by Michigan Avenue on the west, Columbus Drive on the east, Randolph Street on the north, and Monroe Street on the south. For more information, call (312) 742-1168 or visit www.millenniumpark.org.




  
    How to Turn Spouting and Spitting into an Art Form
  

  The Crown Fountain

  If your attitude about fountains is something like “ya seen one, ya seen ’em all,” you may want to prepare for an adjustment. The Crown Fountain in Millennium Park puts a whole new face on the spouting and spewing of streams of water.

  The Crown Fountain was designed by Spanish artist Jaume Plensa and named in honor of the Lester Crown family. Completed in 2004, the fountain features two 50-foot towers made of glass blocks, facing each other across a shallow pool. The towers are 23 feet wide and 50 feet high, nearly twice as tall as the average movie screen. Behind the glass blocks are LED screens that randomly display a person’s face, a nature scene, or a solid color. Water continuously falls from the sides and back of each tower.

    
      
        Nance Klehm: Urban Weedeater
      

      
        When Nance Klehm says she’s going to pick up lamb’s-quarter for dinner, she doesn’t mean she’ll swing by the supermarket for a leg of mutton. Instead, she’ll walk or bike Chicago’s highways and byways, pruning shears in hand, eyes searching for Chenopodium album —or lamb’s-quarter—a tall plant related to spinach, Swiss chard, and beets.
      

      
        What Klehm does is called urban foraging. In addition to lamb’s-quarter, she harvests wood sorrel, mallow, chickweed, chicory greens, watercress, burdock, dandelions—and various other flora, all of which grow, unbidden, in or near the city’s parks, sidewalks, train tracks, and parking lots.
      

      
        Klehm has been foraging for medicinal and edible plants in Chicago for several years. A few times a year she offers guided foraging expeditions and cooking workshops, during which she points out the health and environmental benefits of eating a more natural diet. Among many other activities, she writes a regular column for Arthur Magazine called “Weedeater.” (You have to love that name.)
      

      
        Klehm’s lifestyle is unusual from another standpoint as well: She’s a firm believer in ecological sanitation—composting one’s waste instead of flushing it down a toilet. “Stop sewage spills by composting your crap,” she writes in her blog. “It’s fun. Joyful. Sensible.”
      

      
        For more information about Nance Klehm and her projects, visit http://spontaneousvegetation.net or http://humblepilechicago.blogspot.com.
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