
 
Christmas 2006 – Playing Around in Chicago 

 
 [UPDATE:  January, 2012—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.] 
 
 [For some reason I didn‘t take a camera with me on this trip.  I think this was before I had a digital camera, and I 
probably figured that having been to Chicago several times, it was silly to waste film on stuff I‘d already seen.  Because of 
that, even the few pictures I incorporated into the original version of this travelogue were taken from various websites.  More 
are added here, but these too are not my own.] 
 

 In 1998 my sister Margaret and I spent the holidays in Chicago.  We had a wonderful time then, so when another year came 
around with the rest of the family spending Christmas with their in-laws, we decided it would be fun to return to the Windy City.  We 
made the original plans nearly a year in advance, and we kept adding different things to do as we heard about them.  It turned out to be 
a wonderful little trip and a great way to spend the holidays. 
 

 
Friday, December 22  [Algona, Iowa to Decorah, Iowa] 

 
 While global warming and El Niño had made this the mildest December on record in northern Iowa [a record that may well 
have been surpassed this past winter], today‘s weather was questionable.  It was incredibly foggy in the morning, with mist predicted 
to turn to freezing rain by late afternoon.  I was more than a little worried about the drive over to Margaret‘s this afternoon.  [Ice is 
invariably my least favorite weather condition; I‘d rather drive in heavy snow than in ice—though these days I‘m ―chicken‖ 
when it comes to most winter precipitation.] 

 
 We had a short day of school during which I can‘t say I accomplished much that was truly educational.  [Almost every year 
my tradition on the day before school dismisses for the holidays is to play bingo for candy in my classes.  That dates back to 
when I taught Spanish, and using the Spanish numbers could be considered educational.  There aren‘t many real excuses for 
it in math class, but I don‘t have a problem with having fun every now and then.]  I left almost immediately after the 2:15 dismissal 

and set off eastward.  Fortunately the temperature was slightly above freezing, so the mist just made the pavement wet as I drove along 
highway 18.  By the time I turned north toward Forest City the precipitation had stopped, and soon the road was essentially dry. 
 
 As I drove I couldn‘t help but recall the last holiday drive I‘d made along these roads—two years ago when Margaret and I 
went out to Portland.  It was cold and snowy at Christmas 2004.  My worry then was not whether the roads would be slippery, but 
whether my car would even start in well below zero weather.  My car normally heats well, but that was a very chilly drive.  Today, on the 
other hand, it was almost unpleasantly hot in the car because I had to keep the defroster on to prevent the windshield from fogging up. 
 
 The road continued to be dry until I reached Cresco, where it started raining fairly steadily.  It was still above freezing, but the 
wind and rain made driving less than ideal.  I made it on to Decorah, where I was pleased to make it through the town‘s two new traffic 
lights without having to stop.  I headed east on Old Stage Road (the old way between Decorah and Waukon) and eventually turned off 
on the gravel road that leads to my sister‘s home.  The side road was absolutely ghastly.  There seemed to be no gravel at all, just a 
sea of mud covering a hard washboard surface.  Margaret tells me this is typical in spring, and it‘s the main reason she drives a four-
wheel-drive vehicle. [I just found out she‘s giving up four-wheel drive in the new car she‘s buying this spring; hopefully she‘ll 
get along all right with that.]  It was certainly unexpected in December, and the balding tires on my tiny car didn‘t like it one bit.  I 

drove slowly and did manage to make it to Margaret‘s OK.  It was fully dark (shortly after 5:00) by the time I reached her place, and  the 
lights of a Christmas tree in her window greeted me as I made my way down the hill.   
 
 My sister retired this past summer, and I could definitely tell she‘s been using her free time productively.  She has obviously 
spent a lot of time cleaning up her house and getting things in order.  Her home looks much better than it used to.  My place is a minor 
disaster as I write this [it‘s actually not all that bad—surprisingly—as I write the revision], and I‘d certainly like to have the time to 

get it straightened out as well. 
 



 We chatted for a while over coffee, and I admired Margaret‘s Christmas decorations.  Like pretty much everyone in our family, 
she tapes up the Christmas cards she gets so they‘re on display.  She lamented how few cards she‘d gotten this year and how many 
people don‘t seem to send cards at all these days.  That‘s something I‘ve noticed, too.  Some people send Christmas letters, but don‘t 
put them in a card.  Many others just don‘t bother with holiday greetings at all.  As we all get busier, I can certainly unde rstand that, but 
it is a little sad to have so few cards sent these days.  I love Christmas, and I enjoy the process of selecting, addressing, and sending 
cards.  It makes me think of the people who receive them.  Some of them I only communicate with once a year, but I still like to send 
those seasonal greetings.  I guess a lot of people find the process more of a chore than a pleasure, though. 
 
 [My Christmas card list is a bit smaller than it used to be—as much as anything because many of the older people I 
know have passed away.  I still send far more cards than most people my age, and I send a lot of cards to people who don‘t 
send them to me in return.  I don‘t mind that, though.  Sending cards remains one of my favorite parts of the holiday season.] 

 
 I had been given a $10 gift card to Pizza Hut as a thank-you for my help with the Garrigan scrip program.  Had they asked me, 
I‘d have selected almost any other card, since I pretty much never go to Pizza Hut.  In fact the last time I‘d been in one of  their 
restaurants was when I was in New York City, and the only reason I‘d gone there then was because the place was located in a historic 
building.  I figured I‘d never get a chance to use the card otherwise, so I suggested to Margaret that we go to the Decorah P izza Hut for 
dinner.  [Several times now I‘ve gotten unsolicited Pizza Hut scrip.  I suppose people think it must be what a single guy would 
want, but it‘s all but useless to me.  In most cases I‘ve ―re-gifted‖ those thank-you gifts.  

 
 The place looked incredibly busy when we got there.  Indeed we weren‘t sure if we‘d be able to find a place to park in the ir lot.  
We did find a spot, and when we went inside there were surprisingly many vacant tables.  It was as if everyone in the place had arrived 
in a separate car but then sat together. 
 
 After looking through the Pizza Hut menu, we both settled on one of their cheapest items, baked spaghetti.  This turned out to 
be an outstanding dish, one I‘d recommend to anyone.  We got enormous crocks full of pasta, covered with a tasty marinara sauce and 
melted cheese and topped with the meat of our choice, plus garlic bread on the side.  It was definitely a full meal and cost quite a bit 
less than actual pizza would have.  In fact, it cost less than what had been printed on the menu (I think we were charged the lunch 
price, rather than what it costs at dinner).  I was expecting to all but use up the card, but I ended up with more than $1.50 left on it.  
That‘s too much to throw away, and I have no idea when I‘ll ever be at a Pizza Hut again.  … Oh well.  [I have been to Pizza Hut a 
couple of times in the past six years, but never at a time I remembered to bring a gift card with me.] 

 
 It had stopped raining by the time we left Pizza Hut, and it had gotten quite windy.  Both of those things were basically good.  
We had an hour‘s drive up to the town of Lanesboro, Minnesota, but the roads were dry and clear, so Margaret was able to drive there 
with no problem. 

 
Commonweal Theatre (from their website) 

 
 Margaret is a long-time sponsor of the 
Commonweal Theatre, a small professional company 
in Lanesboro.  Her patron status allows her two free 
tickets to all performances [not just all shows, but 
literally all performances—she could go every 
night if she wanted to], and she had arranged to 
take me to see their production of A Christmas Carol.  
The Dickens classic is just about my favorite book, 
and having been in the show twice myself, I can be 
very critical when I see plays or movie versions that 
don‘t live up to my standards.  That was not a 
problem tonight.  Indeed the Commonweal did one of 
the best versions of the show I‘ve ever seen. 
 
 My favorite thing about this production was 
that it was very close to the book, preserving much of 

the busy narration that is my favorite thing about 
Dickens‘ prose.  They kept scenes that are often 
omitted, like when the Ghost of Christmas Present 
takes Scrooge out over the sea and to coal mines on 
the moors.  Much of the narration was essentially 
done as choral reading, with various cast members 
saying words and phrases in sequence—an 
interesting method that worked quite well.  [The book 
really is meant to be read rather than performed.  
In fact the first performances of A Christmas 
Carol were of Dickens reading it aloud.  The best 
stage productions I‘ve seen are those that keep 
include a fair amount of narration.] 
 

 A Christmas Carol is often presented as a 
truly grand show.  The times I was in it, we almost 
literally  had  a  cast  of  thousands   (it  was  certainly  



dozens), together with a busy, elaborate set.  The Commonweal was quite the opposite of that.  They got by with a skeleton cast—just 
five adults and two children, I think—by having everyone play multiple roles and alluding to a lot of characters who were missing.  They 
also used a skeletal set, basically a lovely  Victorian backdrop  and  a  few basic pieces of furniture that served numerous purposes.  It 
all worked beautifully and made a most enjoyable show, the first of four good plays we‘d see on this trip. 
 
 We had an uneventful drive back to Margaret‘s, arriving home well after 11:00.  We sat up talking for quite a while, and it was 
into the wee hours when we finally went off to bed. 
 

 
Saturday, December 23  [Decorah, Iowa to Oakbrook Terrace, Illinois] 

 
 I was awake around 7:00 this morning and was surprised that it was still pitch black down in the valley where Margaret lives.  I 
showered and had a bit of coffee while Margaret finished packing for our trip.  We had decided to take Margaret‘s green Geo Tracker, 
mostly because it had relatively new tires, while my car‘s tires had seen their better days.  [The trade-off was that her car got about 
half the gas mileage mine did.]  While that turned out not to be an issue on this trip, it just seemed prudent.  We packed up the 

Tracker and set off shortly after 8:00. 
 
 We stopped briefly at the Kwik Star in Waukon, where we got gas and I bought a bit of breakfast.  We then went down the 
Great River Road past Effigy Mounds and crossed into Wisconsin at Prairie du Chien.  While it had been a while since I‘d been here, 
highway 18 in Wisconsin was still quite familiar.  I drove it any number of times when my friend and former student Brad Nelson played 
A-ball in Beloit back in 2002.  The road also brought back some sadder memories.  Five years ago at Christmas Adam Sundall, a state 
champion cross-country runner who was one of the top athletes that ever graduated from Garrigan, was killed when an elderly woman 
crashed her car into his while he was driving back to Algona from his college home in Madison.  As we passed the spot near Dodgeville 
where Adam died, I couldn‘t help but think of him and his family. 
 
 We stopped to use the restroom at the McDonalds in Dodgeville and then continued across southern Wisconsin.  Around noon 
we stopped for gas at Road Ranger truck stop in South Beloit, Illinois.  The good Democrat in me was secretly pleased that Road 
Ranger was actually a Citgo station.  Citgo is owned by the Venezuelan national oil company, and conservative Republicans have been 
urging a boycott of them because the Venezuelan government strongly disagrees with President Bush‘s policies.  Since I‘m also mostly 
opposed to our President, it felt good buying gas from Citgo. 
 
 [Citgo has been a Venezuelan company since 1986, and its association with President Hugo Chavez (whose socialist 
policies are seen as progressive by some and dictatorial by others) has made it the center of a lot of controversy.  A big blow 
to the company came when 7-11 ended its long association with Citgo at about the time this travelogue was originally written.  
The company has struggled since losing the 7-11 partnership, and Petróleos de Venezuela has been trying to find a buyer for 
it since 2010.] 

 
After filling up we headed south and east on the Northwest Tollway toward Chicago.  Illinois has done a major re-design of the 

toll plazas on their expressways just this past year.  It used to be that the toll plazas were far too frequent, and stopping for them 
caused major traffic jams all through the network.  They‘ve gone a long ways toward solving that problem.  Today most of the traffic 
doesn‘t stop at all at toll plazas.  Cars equipped with I-Pass transponders (or equivalent electronic devices from other states) completely 
bypass the tollbooths.  They stay on the main highway driving at their normal speed.  Overhead devices are triggered as they pass, and 
the toll is automatically deducted from their account.  Meanwhile, those of us without the automatic gizmos exited to the right for each 
toll plaza.  Because there were a lot fewer cars, though, the plazas were much less backed up, and traffic moved right along.  They‘ve 
also decreased the number of plazas while raising the toll at each one.  The total bill is basically the same (a little over $4 to go from 
Beloit to Chicago), but the number of stops has gone down.  While I‘d personally prefer that they just eliminated the toll al l together, this 
was definitely an improvement. 
 

The overhead warning signs implied that traffic was good all the way to O‘Hare, and for the most part they were right.  
Unfortunately, we got delayed by a horrific accident near the Elgin toll plaza.  I‘m still not completely sure what happened,  but one car 
was pretty much completely destroyed (squashed to about half its normal size), and at least two others were badly wrecked.  Between 
the accident and the emergency vehicles that were attending to it, there was only one lane available for traffic to pass.  The bottleneck 
delayed us about half an hour, but eventually we made our way past.  While I can‘t imagine anyone in the squashed car lived, I never 
did see or hear a thing about the accident in the news.  I suppose it‘s just the sort of thing people take for granted in an urban area—
though definitely not what the relatives of the victims would want so close to Christmas. 

 
We exited onto I-290 by Woodfield Mall in Schaumburg and followed signs for ―West Suburbs‖.  We soon joined I-355, the 

North-South Tollway.  After paying a buck we drove just a short ways south and exited at Roosevelt Road, the same exit Margaret and I 
had taken the very first time we went to Chicago a decade ago.  We fought heavy traffic down the tacky strip that is the main drag of 
Lombard and Villa Park.  It was sort of fun to pass the Villa Park Motel 6 where we stayed that first time we were in Chicago and see 
other landmarks that looked surprisingly familiar. 

 
Eventually we reached our destination, the Comfort Suites—Oakbrook Terrace.  Margaret pulled into their awkward little 

parking lot, and she waited while I checked in.  The process took longer than it otherwise might, because I was using scrip to pay the 
bill.  The woman at the desk had no problem with that.  What was a problem, though, was that the scrip cards were only available in 
$25 increments.  That meant I needed to redeem fifteen of them to cover the cost of our stay.  It took more than a little time for her to 
scan fifteen cards and get them all properly recorded.  She was pleasant, though, and eventually we were checked in.  [They‘ve since 



started issuing Choice Hotels scrip in $100 cards, and now they allow you once you‘ve bought a card to go online and 
increase its value up to $500—while still giving a percentage back to the school.] 

  
 

ABOVE & RIGHT:  Pictures of the  
Comfort Suites—Oakbrook Terrace  

(from the Choice Hotels website) 

The Comfort Suites is about half a mile 
east of the Motel 6 I referred to earlier.  While it‘s a 
much better hotel, it really didn‘t cost that much 

more.  We paid about $80 a night, for which we got 
a true suite with separate sitting and bed rooms 
with two cable-equipped TV sets, a large wardrobe 
to hang our clothes in, a microwave and 
refrigerator, and a large work desk.  We also had 
complimentary wireless internet access, and 
Margaret had brought along her laptop so we could 
take advantage of it.  A free adequate breakfast 
was served daily (and we could have paid to have 
bacon and eggs), and we could have taken 
advantage of a pool, a fitness room, laundry 
facilities, and a bar that served complimentary 
―welcome‖ drinks in the evening.  While we used 
none of those, we did enjoy the beautifully 
decorated lobby, which featured an enormous, 
elegant  Christmas tree topped by a brass  trumpet.    
Particularly for a longer stay, this place made an ideal home away from home. 
 
 This hotel exists mostly to serve business travelers.  Two of America‘s largest corporations—McDonald‘s and Motorola—have 
their headquarters within view of the hotel, and many other companies fill the nearby office parks.  Also nearby (on the other side of a 
freeway) is the Drury Lane Center, which features four different hotels all owned by Hilton, a professional theatre, and a massive 
convention complex.  Rooms at the Drury Lane Hampton Inn were just shy of $150 a night and the Hilton Garden Inn was over $200, so 
the price we were paying seemed quite reasonable indeed.  While it was about $15 more than the Motel 6 was asking, the difference in 
amenities more than made up for that additional cost. 
 
 Once we got settled into the room, I went across the street to a Walgreens, where I bought some drinks and snacks to avoid 
patronizing the hotel machines (which were actually surprisingly cheap).  Like many Chicagoland stores, this had a large collection of 
foods geared toward Hispanic customers.  I patronized their aisle buying some Mexican apple soda and a bag of ―Galletas Dulces de 
Noche Buena‖  (sweet Christmas Eve cookies) made by a company in Colombia that is essentially called ―the Christmas company‖.  
For $1 a got what amounted to a big bag of animal crackers, but in holiday shapes like Santa, reindeer, and candy canes.  I‘m not sure I 
knew Santa was big in South America, but his smiling face graced the bag and his image adorned many of the cookies.  In addit ion to 
the Mexican items I bought some cranberry juice and also some sea salt and cracked pepper flavored potato chips, which were 
excellent. 
 
 Around 4:00 we set off eastward down Roosevelt Road.  This was also a familiar drive, as we made our way through a variety 
of old suburbs, each dumpier than the one before.  After about twenty minutes we came to a K-Mart plaza with a Portillo‘s hot dog 
restaurant on its outskirts.  This was also familiar, and it was our landmark to turn on Desplaines Avenue where the Forest Park ‗L‘ 
terminal is located.  [Strangely, a brand new Wal-Mart opened just south of the K-Mart about the time this travelogue was 
written, but the K-Mart still remains in business in 2012.] 

 
 Forest Park has re-done the payment system at their park-and-ride.  Their new high tech system seems quite a bit slower and 
less reliable than the ancient system it replaced and seems a perfect example of a government wasting money for no reason.   The new  



system was very similar to the parking payment devices we‘d seen a couple of 
years ago in Portland.  We fed three dollars into an enormous machine and 
were issued a scrap of paper to leave on our dash.  The paper allowed us to 
park in the lot for up to fifteen hours.  Oddly, different machines in the same 
complex worked differently.  Some of them required us to enter the space 
number where we had parked, while others just wanted the money.  Some gave 
us credit for 18 hours of parking, while others let us park until midnight on the 
day we paid.  We never had any problem parking, though I‘m still not entirely 
sure we did everything right. 
 

 There are many ways in which the ‗L‘ has improved since the first time 
we were in Chicago.  Taking it has become less of an adventure and more just 
the easiest way to get around.  One change they‘ve made is offering more 
modern payment systems.  Some time ago I purchased a ―Chicago Card‖, a 
strange thing that looks like a credit card that you just tap on a pad to unlock 
the turnstile.  Just how the electronics in it work I have no clue, but somehow it 
debits the account (at a lower rate than the cash fare) each time you tap a 
turnstile.  Theoretically  up to  eight  people  can  use  the same  Chicago  card. 

 
Forest Park parking receipt 

 While I‘d never used it other than by myself, I thought it might simplify things if Margaret and I used a single card for our travels.  Today 
that seemed to work well.  I  tapped my way into the station,  handed the card back to Margaret,  and she quickly  followed—so far, so  

 
Forest Park ‗L‘ station 

good.  [Many cities have since 
adopted similar ―smart cards‖.  
They work well for regular 
commuters, but generally aren‘t 
the best choice for casual 
tourists.] 

 
 We quickly boarded a train 
and almost immediately left the 
station.  This is another 
improvement in service.  It used to 
be that Forest Park was at the end 
of a branch of the blue line, and 
only every other train served the 
station.  That meant that except at 
rush hour  there could  be  a  twenty  

minute wait for a train.  They‘ve revised service by splitting up the branches of the blue line, so now virtually every train  that goes to 
O‘Hare starts at Forest Park.  That means service is rarely worse than every ten minutes, and at rush hour it can be as frequent as 
every five.  Even with the weekend and the holiday, we never had a significant wait to leave Forest Park. 
 
 Yet another change is that the announcements on the trains are now all electronic.  A pleasant, but nondescript male voice 
welcomed us aboard, gave assorted safety information, and announced that doors opened on the left at every blue line station we 
encountered.  (By contrast, many of the stations themselves have a rather nasty female voice that announces that trains are about to 
arrive.)  They no longer have conductors on any of the trains.  A single driver (most often a black woman) operates the train, punches 
buttons to play the recorded announcements, and opens and closes the doors.  [This is a staff reduction from the driver/conductor 
combos they used to have on CTA trains.] 

 
 We took the blue line downtown (about a half-hour ride) to the big mixmaster at Clark and Lake.  We walked outside to 
Washington and Wells, an elevated stop just west of the Clark/Lake subway station.  While it cost $.25 to transfer to Washington, 
because of the direction that the train we wanted went around the Loop, it saved a lot of time to walk there rather than doing the free 
transfer at Clark and Lake. 
 
 We made our way upstairs and soon caught a pink line train.  The pink line was just opened last spring, and it mostly consists 
of what used to be the other branch of the west side blue line.  Instead of entering downtown via the Dearborn Street subway and 
continuing to O‘Hare, though, pink line trains circle downtown on the Loop and head back out to the west side.  A lot of the people who 
live along the pink line don‘t like the change at all (mostly because it now requires them to transfer to get to their jobs in the O‘Hare 
area).  It provides better service to both former branches, though, and it really seems to make the whole network move more efficiently. 
 
 The pink line route is the part of the ‗L‘ that has improved most since the first time we were here.  One of the oldest parts of the 
system, the so-called ―Douglas branch‖ in the ‗90s ran on a decrepit metal structure that was basically one big slow zone.  It took a full 
hour to go about eight miles from downtown to Cicero, which in most cases was significantly slower than street traffic.  They completely 
renovated the line about five years ago, and now it‘s the newest part of CTA‘s infrastructure and one of the most efficient transit lines 
anywhere. 
 
 We took the pink line about two-thirds of the way out, and after about twenty minutes we got off at the newly renovated 
Kedzie/Cermak station.  We descended to street level and began a long walk southward.  The walk (probably about half a mile) would 
have gone more quickly, except for the fact that about a week earlier I had somehow injured my leg.  To this day I have no idea exactly 
what I did, but my calf hurt horribly.  I‘d been limping around school for a week, and I was limping all the way down Kedzie Avenue, too.  
I usually don‘t complain a lot about pain, but frankly my leg hurt like hell.  Most of the time I tend to walk quite quickly, and if anything 



Margaret struggles a bit to keep up.  Tonight, though, it was very much the opposite.  Several times I had to ask her to slow down so I 
could keep up as I hobbled along.  [There are three or four times in these travelogues I refer to hurting my leg.  I think that all 
goes back to when I broke my ankle back in high school.  It‘s always the same leg that gets re-injured—never enough to be 
truly serious, but often annoying.] 

 
 Our destination was a place not many tourists have been, but a place that was very familiar to both Margaret and me.  Mi 
Tierra is a very authentic Mexican restaurant in an almost exclusively Hispanic neighborhood on Chicago‘s west side.  (They have two 

other locations, too, but this is the original.)  We had dinner at Mi Tierra on Christmas Eve when we were in Chicago in 1998, and it was 
fun to return here for another holiday meal.  [We‘d return yet again on a future trip.]  The place advertises itself as ―Mexico in 

Chicago‖, and that‘s almost literally true.  I could easily imagine the tile-covered building decorated with frilly paper lace being in Mexico 
City or Mérida. 

 
Mi Tierra – Chicago, Illinois 

We were just about the only Anglos here, but we were certainly welcome.  The hostess greeted us in English and ushered us 
to a pleasant table by the window.  We were asked if we were celebrating a special event (like an anniversary), and they seemed a bit 
disappointed that we weren‘t.  Before we could even look at the menu we were presented with a heaping bowl of chips accompanied by 
salsa and pico de gallo.  The chips were excellent (less greasy than tortilla chips often are), and the dinner was outstanding.  I had 
―Pollo Mi Tierra‖, which was chicken breast in a dark mole sauce.  Margaret had ―tinga poblana suiza‖, which was shredded beef in a 
pepper sauce with Swiss cheese melted on top.  Both were accompanied by numerous Mexican side dishes, as well as tortillas with 
which we could make our own little tacos.  [There‘s nothing particularly unique about either the food or the ambiance at Mi 
Tierra, but it really is a very nice restaurant.] 

 
 An unexpected bonus for eating at Mi Tierra was live entertainment.  I‘m not sure if they have entertainment every night or i f 
this was something special for the holidays [I‘d find out later they have it on weekends], but we were entertained by a bleached 

blonde bimbo lounge singer who sang Christmas carols in Spanish while accompanying herself on a synthesizer with electronic drums.  
Typing that, it sounds as if the music must have been dreadful, but she was really quite good.  It was also most unique.  I don‘t know 
that I‘ve ever seen people dance to Christmas carols before, but with rousing drum accompaniment, even ―Silent Night‖ makes an 
upbeat dance tune.  [This was a fascinating treatment, but really a very nice way interpretation of the carols.] 

 
 Most memorable among the carols was the traditional Spanish song ―Campana Sobre Campana‖ (Bell Upon Bell).  This is 
often a rather sappy children‘s song, but she sang it as an uplifting number: 



 
ABOVE:  Marshall Field‘s Christmas trumpets,  

with Macy‘s logos sticking out of them 
BELOW:  Marshall Field‘s/Macy‘s entrance 

 

Campana sobre campana, 
Y sobre campana una, 
Asómate a la ventana, 

Verás al Niño en la cuna. 
Belén, Belén, campanas de Belén, 

Que los ángeles tocan 
¿Qué nueva me traéis? 

 

(Bell upon bell; 
and one above all bells; 

Find your way to the window, 
and you will see the Child in the manger. 

Bethlehem, Bethlehem, bells of Bethlehem 
which the angels played:  

What news do you bring to me?) 
 
Margaret and I joined in with the other diners in singing the choruses of 
the carols, and we clapped our hands a bit in celebration.  It certainly 
made a fun way to start the holiday. 
 
 Resting at dinner made my leg feel a bit better, so we were able 
to return to the station a bit more quickly.  We took the pink line back 
downtown and got off at State and Lake, right next to the landmark 
Chicago Theatre.  We walked a block southward and then spent about 
fifteen minutes nudging past the crowds to see the windows at the State 
Street Macy‘s, the store formerly known as Marshall Field‘s. 
 
 I was not at all happy when Macy‘s bought Marshall Field‘s from 
Target and chose to discontinue the historic name.  I was even more 
disappointed to see what they had done with the store.  The historic 
building (often called ―the cathedral of commerce‖ is still there), and it 
even still carries the brass Marshall Field‘s nameplates—thanks to a 
judge‘s ruling that they were historic landmarks.  The interior, though, 
looks much less glamorous than it once did.  Most conspicuous were the  

 
Interior of Marshall Fields/Macy‘s 

State Street – Chicago 

lovely columns which used to have gilded capitals that complemented Marshall Field‘s dark green color scheme.  Macy‘s colors are red  
and white (indeed the plastic bags they use look remarkably like K-Mart bags).  Apparently they felt gold didn‘t fit with that color 
scheme, so now the tops of the columns are covered in tacky silver paint.  I suppose it‘s better to have the building occupied than 
empty, but I really don‘t care for what the new owners have done with the place. 

 
I didn‘t care much for the Christmas windows, either.  I don‘t know that I can really blame Macy‘s for that, though.  Marshall 

Field‘s sometimes did good windows, while other times the designs were nothing special.  The theme for the windows this year was 
Mary Poppins (though what that has to do with the holidays, I really don‘t know).  Margaret tells me the hideous artwork was based on 
the original designs used in the old Mary Poppins books.  I never read those books and grew up thinking Mary Poppins was Julie 
Andrews, so the cartoonish designs seemed just ugly to me.  It also struck me as odd that they only animated about half the windows 
on the building.  Marshall Field‘s never did all of them (it would be close to impossible to animate every window in the block-square 
edifice), but it struck me as significantly more than Macy‘s did. 
 
 [I‘ve gotten used to Macy‘s on State Street, and I‘ve even bought a fair amount of stuff there in recent years.  While it 
may not be what it once was, it is still one of the nicest stores anywhere, with a ―critical mass‖ that only a truly enormous 
store can provide.  Under any name, it really is a fun place to shop.] 

 
 After seeing Macy‘s we headed down to the subway.  We took the red line north past downtown to the North and Clybourn 
stop.  We went up an incredibly narrow escalator [I have no idea why North & Clybourn has such a narrow escalator, but it is 



barely wide enough to accommodate an average person] and exited to a rather disorienting intersection where three major streets 

(the two for which the station is named, and also Halsted) came together.  Eventually we found our destination for the evening, the 
Royal George Theatre. 
 
 The Royal George is one of several small theatre companies that are part of the lively nightlife on Chicago‘s near north side .  
(You may have heard of the better-known Steppenwolf Theatre across the street or the Second City Comedy Club around the corner.)  
Located in a dumpy old building, the Royal George has three different performance spaces, each of which does two shows a night 
Thursday through Sunday.  We were going to the late performance in the Cabaret Theatre.  When I hear ―cabaret‖, my mind envisions 
circular drink tables and can-can girls, but this was just a standard ―black box‖ theatre with padded metal folding chairs for seats.  [It‘s 
interesting that a few years before this I saw the Broadway musical Cabaret at what was then the Shubert theatre in the Loop.  
They removed all of the floor-level ―orchestra‖ seats for that show and replaced them with precisely the cocktail tables I 
mention here.  I sat in the balcony for that show, but it was fun to look down on what appeared to be a real cabaret.  They 
could get away with gutting the floor because following that show the place that is now called the Bank of America Theatre 
closed for a major renovation.] 

 

 
Leaving Iowa 

 I had seen the show we were here to 
see last spring in Des Moines (at the Temple for 
the Performing Arts, another black box with 
folding chairs, but one that happens to be in a 
historic building).  The show, Leaving Iowa, 

premiered in Des Moines and now the same 
cast is doing an open run in Chicago.  It is a 
well-written modern play that uses comedy to 
tell a surprisingly serious story.  The main plot 
revolves around a writer who had grown up in 
Winterset, Iowa, but then moved to Boston.  His 
busy  life  there   had  caused  him   to  miss  his  

father‘s funeral.  In the play he returns to Iowa, where he agrees to fulfill his father‘s wishes to have his ashes scattered around h is 
boyhood home in southeast Iowa.  Unfortunately, when the son gets to the site where dad grew up, he finds the place is now a 
supermarket.  The rest of the show is spent with the son searching for a fitting place that dad can spend eternity. 
 
 The main plot is interspersed with flashbacks that recall the less than ideal vacations the family spent when the son was 
growing up in the ‗60s—family trips that bore some amazing similarities to those our family took, right down to the father (who was a 
teacher) keeping careful track of gas mileage and driving out of his way to avoid toll roads or save a couple of cents on gas.  Also like 
us, the family in the play stopped at numerous less than well-known ―attractions‖, which dad obviously liked, but the son (which 
Margaret likened to our brother John) didn‘t care for.  That prompted the son to eventually decide to scatter the ashes at the geographic 
center of America near Lebanon, Kansas, a place that the father in the show always wanted to see but was never able to get to.  (I 
drove past there, but didn‘t actually stop, years ago when I was in college when I borrowed my brother Paul‘s car to  visit my friend Bob 
out in Denver.) 
  
 I liked the show last spring, and I very much enjoyed it again.  It was interesting to see things that had changed (like more 
elaborate costuming), and some Iowa-oriented jokes that played differently in Des Moines (where they came across as inside jokes) 
than in Chicago (where they came across as making fun of the hicks.  Margaret seemed to notice every inconsistency and error in the 
show (like saying it was a two hour drive from Winterset to Mt. Union or implying Mt. Union was large enough to have a supermarket).  
Still, I think she liked the show a lot too. 
 
 We took the ‗L‘ back downtown, where we found out about another renovation CTA is doing.  The Washington subway station 
on the red line (probably the busiest in the system) is closed for the next two and a half years as part of a major construction project.  
Among other things, the project will allow express trains to run from O‘Hare to downtown and on to Midway.  For now, though, that 
means the only place you can transfer between the red and blue lines is at the south end of the Loop at Jackson.  They‘ve already 



renovated Jackson station.  In particular they‘ve increased the lighting incredibly.  The pedestrian tunnel between the blue and red lines 
there used to be downright scary, but now it‘s really quite a pleasant, easy transfer. 
 
 [They‘ve decided not to re-open the Washington red line station.  All of State Street in the Loop has a single 
continuous platform, with the trains stopping at several different locations along it.  They‘ve re-opened the entrances to the 
station, but those entrances lead to the Lake and Madison stations north and south of Washington.  Around Washington the 
platform lights are dim, and trains don‘t stop there.  You can, however, now change lines at Washington (though officially 
you‘re doing it at Lake).  The old deep tunnel remains closed, but they now direct transferring passengers to the ―pedway‖, a  
public pedestrian tunnel just below street level near Randolph Street, which is between Washington and Lake.  The pedway 
leads to the basement level of the new mall across the street from Marshall Field‘s (which features a number of nice places to 
have lunch or a snack) and then connects directly to the Washington blue line station.  You officially leave the system to 
make this transfer, but the fare cards are programmed to allow it for free.] 

 
 The blue line runs down the middle of the Eisenhower Expressway on the west side, passing some of the poorest 
neighborhoods in the city.  It was interesting to see that nearly everyone had some sort of Christmas lights up, and some of them were 
really very nice displays.  In an urban setting, almost all the lights are limited to windows and sometimes a few lights on the eaves.  I 
must say I like that better than the garish lawn displays people often have at home.  The lights in Chicago came across as pretty 
without being pretentious. 
 
 We had parked in the north lot at Forest Park, a lot neither Margaret nor I had parked in before.  The other lots exit directly to 
Desplaines Avenue and/or the Eisenhower Expressway, but the north lot had numerous signs forbidding us from exiting in that 
direction.  Instead we went into the town of Forest Park itself.  Indeed we got a grand tour of the place.  Eventually we did loop around 
to Desplaines Avenue, but it was definitely a longer exit than we had planned. 
 
 It was nearly midnight when we got back to the hotel.  I soaked a while in the bathtub, which helped my leg a lot.  Then we 
both headed off to bed. 
 

 
Sunday, December 24 [Chicagoland, Illinois] 

 
 We slept in fairly late and went down to the breakfast room around 9:00.  While there were a number of choices in the 
complimentary breakfast, I can‘t say it was the best feature of this hotel.  I had a do-it-yourself waffle and the world‘s tiniest cup of 
yogurt (half the normal ―single serving‖ size).  They certainly broke my fast, but I can‘t say either was exactly tempting to the taste buds.  
[These days Choice Hotels requires that Comfort Suites properties serve complimentary hot items with their breakfast.  While 
these are often uninspired things like biscuits and gravy or microwaved egg patties, occasionally there will be some good 
choices.[ 

 
 We drove today to the most remote of the three parking lots at Forest Park, because we figured it might be more convenient 
when we returned at night (and it was certainly more convenient than the north lot where we‘d parked last night).  Unfortunately the 
parking machine in the remote lot was broken.  It had taken the money of the person before us, but it hadn‘t issued a receipt.  Another 
person who was parking implied that this was something that happened all the time and suggested we just write a note and leave it in 
the window of the car.  Since we were from out of town and the person who had lost money didn‘t speak much English, both he and we 
decided it would be a better bet to go to the main lot instead.  The machine there was tricky (like a pop machine that only takes 
perfectly crisp bills), but we did eventually get it to work.  I hope the Hispanic man didn‘t end up paying twice.  [Vending (which is 
essentially what a parking machine is) is one area where I personally think mechanical technology is superior to the digital 
technology that is rapidly replacing it.  That seems even more true when machines are outdoors where they‘re exposed to the 
elements.] 

 
 Whenever and wherever I travel, I invariably pick up all the free papers they have in plastic boxes on the street.  Chicago is 
overrun with such papers, and I had a plethora of them to occupy my time on this morning‘s ‗L‘ ride.  Most interesting was a newspaper 
geared  to the black community that featured an ad for a place called Moo and Oink.    What this turned out to be was a chain of ethnic  

 
Moo & Oink logo 

grocery stores.  In Hispanic neighborhoods, they‘d call them carnecerías.  While Jewel and Dominick‘s (Chicago‘s real supermarkets) 

were advertising ham and cranberries and Supermercados Cuautémoc touted their enchiladas and mango juice, Moo and Oink was 



extolling the virtues of black-eyed peas, collard greens, barbecue, and assorted meats that are probably best described as ―pork 
byproducts‖ (chitlins, fritters, and lard).  I‘ve patronized Hispanic grocers all over the country, as well as Greek, Italian, and Jewish food 
stores.  I‘m not sure I could bring myself to actually step inside Moo and Oink, though, in spite of the funny name.   [Moo & Oink has 
apparently left the retail business, though they‘ve licensed their name as a brand of meat products that are available in 
standard supermarkets around Chicagoland.  A quick Google search revealed that they used to have TV commercials that 
aired on local television.  The commercials were very cheaply produced and quite memorable—though not always in a 
positive way.]  

 
 We exited the ‗L‘ at the blue line‘s Washington stop, which 
leads right to Daley Plaza in the heart of downtown.  Daley Plaza is 
home to the city‘s Christmas tree, which is actually about a dozen 
trees that are wired together to make a single enormous green cone.  
In addition to the tree there‘s a lovely Nativity scene, a gigantic silver 
menorah, and a small green column topped by a crescent moon 
representing the five pillars of Islam.  In addition to the religious 
displays, there‘s also a completely secular area that includes a huge 
model train set and a little hut where children can visit Santa Claus.  
All this looks rather out of place in a plaza that is normally dominated 
by an enormous brown Picasso sculpture 

 
RIGHT:  Daley Plaza – Chicago, Illinois 

ABOVE:  Christkindlmarket 
 (obviously from a time it was actually open) 

  All the decorations mostly served as an entrance to 
Kriskindelmart   (or   ―Christkindlmarket‖),   a  German-style  craft  fair   

housed in  a  village of candy-striped huts set  up  in rows throughout the plaza.  This is the eleventh year they‘ve held the Christmas 
market in Chicago, which is apparently modeled on a centuries old tradition from Nuremburg.  Margaret and I visited one of the earlier 
ones when we were here at the holidays before, and it was interesting to see it again.  Unfortunately we didn‘t do much more than see it 
at this point.  While Christmas Eve was the last day of the market, they had very limited hours—opening at 11:00 and closing at 4:00. 
[The late opening seems especially odd on Christmas Eve.  I‘d think if anything they‘d open up early to catch all the last-
minute shoppers.]   It was not yet opening time yet, so we basically just circled the plaza and made our way back to the subway. 

 
 We rode northwest to Division and Milwaukee, the final stop before the ‗L‘ rises out of the subway tunnel.  Division is in a very 
lively Hispanic neighborhood that both Margaret and I have enjoyed walking through before.  Our destination today was a K-Mart store 
just north of the subway station.  K-Mart is the discount store in Chicago, as it is in most urban areas.  Wal-Mart apparently just opened 

a single store out near O‘Hare, and I‘ve seen one Target in a rapidly gentrifying neighborhood south of the Loop.  K-Mart, however, is 
everywhere.  There are at least a dozen scattered around the city, all in places real people actually live.  People seem to like the stores, 
too.  When Wal-Mart and Target strongly fought against the ―living wage‖ ordinance that the Chicago city council passed last summer, it 
was well reported in the media that K-Mart already paid its mostly union Chicago employees more than the $10/hour that law requires. 
 
 [Having written so favorably about Chicago‘s K-Marts, I should note for the sake of balance and honesty that the 
stores are invariably cluttered and chaotic.  In fact the Chicago stores are remarkably similar to the K-Mart Margaret and I had 
visited out in Gallup, New Mexico, where it seemed that everyone on the Navajo reservation was doing their Christmas 
shopping all at once.  As long as you‘re not in any particular hurry, the chaos is part of the fun, though.] 

 
 We didn‘t have anything in particular we needed to buy, but it was fun to wander around the store.  I like visiting ethnic 
neighborhoods like this, because even an everyday experience like shopping at a discount store becomes like a trip to a foreign 
country.  The signs were all bilingual at this K-Mart, and while the employees all spoke English (often a black dialect of it), the shoppers 
pretty much all spoke Spanish.  There are people who get offended by that, but of course it‘s not all that long ago that peop le heard 



German, Polish, and Italian while shopping in Chicago.  In another generation or two today‘s immigrants will almost certainly be as 
American as their predecessors. 
 
 [I think all of K-Mart‘s signs are bilingual in 2012.  I know the store in Algona has switched to all bilingual signs, and 
very few Hispanic customers shop there.  It would make good business sense to just print one type of sign, and I assume 
that‘s what they‘ve done.  Sears, which is owned by the same company, also has entirely bilingual signage these days.] 

 
 After exploring K-Mart we returned to the ‗L‘ and rode to Western and Milwaukee, one of three extremely high stations that 
remain from the original elevated line on the northwest side.  A mixed black and Hispanic neighborhood today, the bustling Wicker Park 
area around Western Avenue retains a few traces of its earlier residents.  Our destination was one of those places.  Margie‘s is a 
combination candy store, café, and ice cream parlor that is a Chicago institution.  It‘s located just across the street from the ‗L‘ entrance 
in a whitewashed building that has been its home for more than eighty years.  While it‘s mostly a neighborhood place, a lot o f famous 
people have stopped in here at one time or another.  They have a lot of memorabilia on display from the Beatles, who had ice cream 
here before performing at Soldier Field back in the ‗60s.  Margaret and I had a light lunch and an enormous dessert at Margie‘s (their 
sundaes are incredible), and we each bought some of their homemade chocolates.  I make a point of stopping at Margie‘s almost every 
time I‘m in Chicago, and I‘ll definitely be back.  [They‘ve opened a second location of Margie‘s in the heavily gentrified 
Ravenswood area on the brown line.  That store is much less crowded, so it if I‘m in a hurry it‘s a quicker option for getting 
candy or ice cream.  They have nowhere near the atmosphere of the original, though.] 

 
 We took the blue line back downtown where we used the restroom at Macy‘s and explored the store a bit.  Neither of us 
bought a thing, and my bet is I probably won‘t be returning there.  [As I said before, I have, more than once.]  I really liked Marshall 

Field‘s flagship store; as Macy‘s the same building was much less impressive.  After giving Macy‘s the once-over, we wandered around 
the now-open Kriskindelmart.  We bought a few trinkets, but nothing really very noteworthy.  [My main purchase was a coffee mug 
from Poland in bright colors on a cobalt blue base.  It remains one of my favorite mugs.] 

 

 
Christmas Schooner artwork 

  
 We made our way to the red line (the 
State Street subway, one block east of the blue 
line) and rode up to the Belmont stop.  While it 
wasn‘t why we were there, it was impossible not 
to notice that Belmont is at the edge of the area 
Chicagoans call ―Boys‘ Town‖, the main gay 
district on the north side.  It was kind of strange 
to see decorations that mixed gay imagery with 
holly, and the rainbow–striped candy canes 
brought back memories of Cuzco. 
 
 Our destination, the Bailiwick Theatre, 
is a place that frequently puts on shows that 
would fit in well in this neighborhood.  They‘ve 
done a number of all-nude revues (with 
descriptive names like Naked Boys Singing and 
The Barenaked Lads Save Christmas), and 
they‘ve won awards for political-oriented plays 
that support gay rights.  It‘s a bit strange then, 
that we were here to see a heartwarming show 
that the most conservative families wouldn‘t 
hesitate to bring their children to.  For the past 
twelve years the Bailiwick has produced a 
locally-written musical called The Christmas 
Schooner.  I had seen the show last year when 
I was in Chicago at Thanksgiving.  I enjoyed it 
then, and I knew Margaret would probably like it 
too.   
 
 The Christmas Schooner is a musical 
work of historical fiction, the same genre as The 
Sound of Music.  It is based on the real story of 
how Christmas trees first came to Chicago.  In 
the late 1800s there was demand among the 
German immigrant population for trees, but 
native  prairie surrounding  the city had no pine  

trees available.  An immigrant mentioned this in a letter to a relative of hers who was a ship captain based in Michigan‘s Upper 
Peninsula, a place with an almost endless supply of Christmas trees. He began a tradition of making late fall trips through the 
treacherous waters of Lake Michigan to bring a stock of trees to the city.  The original captain eventually died when schooner ran 
aground in a winter storm, but others continued the tradition well into the 20

th
 Century.  The details of the actual Christmas schooner 

are well documented, and while real history differs with the play on several key details, the basic gist is the same. 
 
 Both Margaret and I would agree that The Christmas Schooner was our favorite among the shows we saw on this trip.  It‘s a 
well-written play with memorable music and outstanding choreography (If you‘ve seen the old movie Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, 



you‘ve seen the kind of acrobatic dancing they did in the number ―Hard Water Sailors‖).  The cast did a nice job, and the whole 
production worked well.  Something that stood out to both Margaret and me was that the cast included several overweight people, 
people you wouldn‘t normally see on stage—particularly in a professional show.  (I couldn‘t help but notice that the posters advertising 
the ―Barenaked Lads‖ had no one who looked anything but anorexic.) 
 
 Like the Royal George, the Bailiwick has several small theatres in a single run-down building.  The Christmas Schooner was 
on their main stage, an auditorium with bare brick walls and about 200 ancient bright red vinyl theatre seats with strange mechanisms 
that let them scoot back from the aisle (convenient when others went past us at intermission).  The stage had several small sets on 
different levels that identified the various places where scenes took place.   
 
 The music to The Christmas Schooner really is outstanding.  The overall effect is like any old-time Broadway show, but each 

song seems to tell more of a story than Rodgers and Hammerstein ever did.  Instead of an orchestra, the whole show was 
accompanied by an upright piano.  That worked well, though.  I‘ve been to shows where the orchestra got in the way of the music; with 
piano accompaniment, the focus was on the words that the songs communicated.  Those songs continued in my head long after the 
curtain call, and I can still hear many of them as I write this.  The play has apparently become popular community theatres around the 
country (who are no doubt delighted to find a warm, fuzzy holiday show that wasn‘t written by Charles Dickens), and if anyone near you 
ever produces it, I highly recommend seeing the show. 
 
 [The Bailiwick has left their dive of a theatre on Belmont.  Today they are sort of a ―virtual theatre‖, staging seasonal 
productions in small performance spaces all over the city (or at least all over the north side).  They‘re still known for 
controversial shows, though none of their recent productions approached ―peep show‖ status.] 
 
 [I‘ve seen The Christmas Schooner twice more since 2006.  One performance was at the History Theatre in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, a small, semi-professional troupe much like the Bailiwick.  They did a nice job with it.  The other time I saw the 
show was just this past Thanksgiving, at a restored neighborhood movie house in Wrigleyvile (just north of where the 
Bailiwick was) that is now home to what is essentially an urban community theatre.  Their performance was less than 
spectacular.  It didn‘t help that they were working with a very small stage, which forced them to severely limit the 
choreography that is one of the best features of the show.  I‘ve also bought a CD with the music from the Bailiwick‘s 
production of the show, which is part of my holiday play list every year.] 
 

BELOW:  Ann Sather logo (left) and the building housing the original restaurant (right) 

 

 The Christmas Schooner got 
out right on the cusp between late 
afternoon and early evening, leaving 
an awkward amount of time before the 
7:30 Christmas Eve service we 
wanted to go to would start.  I 
suggested to Margaret that we go to 
Ann Sather, a Swedish restaurant 
where we‘d eaten breakfast on 
Christmas Day when we were here 
before, for one of the cinnamon rolls 
that place prides themselves on.  We 
ended up having quite a lot more than 
a  cinnamon roll.   They had  a special  

menu for the holidays, and while neither of us was really all that hungry, we decided to splurge on a full Christmas dinner.  Margaret 
chose a platter of traditional Swedish foods for her main course (with duck in lingonberry sauce as its centerpiece), while I had baked 
ham and mashed potatoes.  The meal started with an outstanding salad of mixed greens, beets, and nuts, covered with a caraway 
vinaigrette.  We then had a choice of hearty soups, and following the meal we were served a delicious pecan custard pie (not overly 
sweet like many pecan pies are). 
 
 Then there was the glogg.  We were each presented with a complimentary serving of a beverage that is apparently traditional 
to drink on Christmas Eve in Scandinavia.  While we only had half a juice glass each, that was more than enough to keep us warm all 
night.  The drink consisted of mulled wine, brandy, grain alcohol (like Everclear), vodka, and dark rum.  To say it was potent was 
definitely an understatement.  I must say, though, that it was also quite good. 
 
 [I‘m really glad we chose to happen in to Ann Sather‘s on Christmas Eve, because this remains one of the nicest 
memories of a restaurant meal I have.  The place was busy, but still pleasantly uncrowded, the food was good, and the 
atmosphere was both fun and pleasant.  Margaret and I would return here a few years later on Christmas Day.  We had a nice 
meal then, but not one I‘d describe as outstanding.  On Christmas Day they were so crowded we had to wait to be seated.  It 
was noisy, and the service was barely adequate.  What‘s more, there was no complimentary glogg.  We still had a nice meal, 
but this Christmas Eve dinner was really something to be remembered.] 

 
 Like the Bailiwick, Ann Sather is very much at home in Boys‘ Town.  It was no surprise (indeed rather a cliché) that the waiters 
were stereotypically gay.  They also had numerous gay publications free for the taking in the vestibule.  It may be another gay 
stereotype that was the reason the place was elegantly decked out with some of the nicest holiday decorations I‘ve seen anywhere.  
Though they were completely a-religious, the lavish red, green, and gold displays were simply gorgeous. 
 



 The restaurant was quite busy on Christmas Eve.  In addition to brisk walk-in traffic, several people had ordered baked goods 
for take-out and there were multiple areas set up for groups.  An entire room was set aside for ―the Rosenthal banquet‖—an interesting 
ethnicity to be dining out on Christmas Eve. 

 
 From Belmont we took the brown line (which is entirely 
above ground) past more neighborhood Christmas lights and down 
to the Loop.  We got off at Washington and Wells and walked east 
along Washington past a storefront church called ―Temple I Am‖.  
We passed on that and continued to the real Chicago Temple, which 

is the actual name of the First United Methodist Church of Chicago.  
The congregation (Chicago‘s oldest) was celebrating its 175

th
 

Christmas tonight, and the historic skyscraper church has been 
towering above the plaza now named after Mayor Daley since the 
‗20s.   
 

Margaret and I had very much enjoyed the Christmas Eve 
service we‘d been to at Chicago Temple in 1998, and we were very 
much looking forward to attending their candlelight service tonight.  
We were not disappointed.  The enormous Gothic sanctuary with its 
backlit windows was as beautiful as we remembered, and the service 
was traditional without being stuffy and inclusive without being 
pushy.  [Both of those can be difficult to pull off, but when 
they‘re done right—as they ALWAYS are at Chicago Temple—
they make for the perfect service.]  I‘ve been to Christmas Eve 

services where I felt like I was just sort of going through the motions, 
but this one was both enjoyable and inspirational. 

 
 The  sermon  was  entitled  ―Home for Christmas‖,  

 
Steeple of Chicago Temple 

which the minister acknowledged was an unusual topic in a church where the majority of the members were in fact elsewhere tonight.  
Chicago Temple counts among its members hundreds of young professionals who were at their parents‘ homes and many of the 
50,000 college students who live in and near downtown Chicago—pretty much all of whom were out of town for the holidays.  As the 
only traditional church in the Loop it also ministers to a sizeable homeless population as well as numerous tourists—Margaret and I 
included.  The basic point of the sermon was that the church (in a more general sense than just this congregation) is always our home, 
not only at Christmas but throughout our lives.  Even if people choose to abandon it, the church is still there for them to come back to.  
That I remembered that more than a week after Christmas when I couldn‘t have told you what my own minister preached  on ten 
minutes after walking out the door last Sunday tells you how effective of a sermon this was. 
 
 [Far too many churches try to be trendy in an effort to capture young, unchurched people.  In doing that, I think they 
lose much of that sense of home.  I would hope churches would see themselves as an anchor in people‘s lives and that they‘d 
plan for the long term rather than just for today.] 

 
 I chuckled to myself as they read the traditional Christmas gospel from Luke.  Shortly before Christmas we had taken all the 
Garrigan students to see the movie The Nativity Story at our local theater.  I can‘t say I cared a lot for the movie; indeed the big thing 

that caught my interest was that the towns and countryside that were in the background (which were supposed to be Israel two 
millennia ago) looked remarkably like modern day Peru.  After the film our history teacher made an amusing comment.  He said, ―Gee, 
it‘s a lot like the book.‖  Hearing the gospel tonight certainly confirmed that. 
 
 The service included communion, which they made a point to tell us featured gluten-free bread.  One of my former students 
actually was gluten intolerant; indeed she was denied admission to the Air Force Academy (after previously having been accepted) 
because of her condition.  [I still have no idea why that should be a problem in the Air Force.  While there might be a problem 
with food supplies in a combat situation, I would think she could eat those items in an MRE that fit her diet, while avoiding the 
ones that would make her sick.]  One thing I like very much about Chicago Temple is that they let you kneel at the altar for as long as 
you want after you receive communion.  Few churches even use the altar rail at all these days [I think the only other churches I‘ve 
seen use it were Episcopalian], and I appreciated being able to pray there without being rushed away. 

 
 About the only negative thing at the service was the organist.  The church has a grand pipe organ, and when we were here 
before they had a wonderful young man for their organist who really made the hymns seem to rise to heaven.  Unfortunately he‘s gone 
now (he was probably a college student who graduated), and he‘s been replaced by a twenty-something girl who is probably an 
excellent pianist but wasn‘t good on the organ.  She seemed to think there was no other volume than fortissimo; everything was played 
at maximum volume.  She was supposed to be accompanied by a guitar and a flute.  We could hear neither of them, even though we 
were seated just a few rows behind them.  Indeed, much of the time we couldn‘t even hear anyone in the congregation singing the 
hymns.  It was really deafening.  [When I‘ve been back more recently they‘ve had yet another organist, a middle aged man.  He 
was not as good as the college kid, but much better than the girl they had tonight.] 

 
 The service ended with candles.  It was pleasant not to be given specific directions on how to light our candles.  They 
assumed we could handle fire safely without having to be told.  We sang ―Silent Night‖ by candlelight.  The Methodist hymnal includes 
the first verse in German, and the minister told us we should sing that too.  I know absolutely no German, so I instead quietly sang the 
Spanish ―Noche de Paz‖. (which seems much more appropriate than ―Stille Nacht‖ in a city where Hispanics are the single largest 
ethnic group)  Margaret joined me and commented that the Spanish words are a bit more meaningful than the German. 



 When we left the church a number of beggars had gathered like vultures, waiting to prey on church-goers who were full of 
holiday spirit.  As we walked through Daley Plaza one shoved some fairly unattractive postcards at us with less subtlety than a Third 
World trinket vendor.  He said we could pay whatever we felt is was worth as a way of helping the homeless.  I‘m not at all sure he was 
homeless and I could probably have gotten the postcard for 35¢ at Walgreen‘s.  Even so, I threw a dollar his way.  Margaret gave a 
similar donation.  At first he seemed less than thrilled and implied we should give more.  When it became clear that was all we‘d be 
coughing up, though, he thanked us heartily.   

 
Postcard with assorted scenes of Chicago 
(It looks better blown up to a larger size.) 

 
State * Lake CTA station 

(website photo from a few years earlier than this trip) 

 We rode around the Loop, checking 
to see if there were any special holiday 
decorations at ‗L‘ level.  There weren‘t, but we 
did get a nice view of the fairyland of light-
bedecked trees lining State Street and in the 
plaza next to the main library.  [The 
downtown ‗L‘ stations also looked festive.] 

 
It was still fairly early when we got 

back to Oakbrook Terrace, and we lounged 
around and watched some TV.  While flipping 
through the channels, we spent a remarkable 
amount of time watching the community 
service crawl on one of the cable stations.  
The cable provider apparently serves almost 
all the western suburbs, and they kept 
switching from information about on suburb to 
information about another.  What stood out, 
though, is that most of this community 
information was badly out of date.  The crawl 
promoted events that happened as long ago 
as July, and almost nothing was truly current.  
It seems that such information is really only 
useful if it is kept up to date.  Obviously 
someone wasn‘t doing their job. 



We also watched a bit of the local news.  The big local story was that after declining through the ‗90s, murder and other vio lent 
crime have been rising sharply in Chicago (and almost everywhere else) in recent years. By Christmas they‘d already had more than 
450 murders in the city, averaging well over one a day.  While nowhere near a record, it‘s the highest since the Reagan years.  It‘s 
intriguing to me that the crime rate plummeted during the Clinton years but shot up under the ―tough on crime‖ conservatives.  Could it 
be that these things are related to how well the bottom end of society is doing? 
 
 We also watched one of the most pretentious Christmas Eve services I‘ve ever seen, the holiday service at Chicago‘s Fourth 
Presbyterian Church.  (It does seem strange that the big church in the city should be ―Fourth‖.  [A quick search on the history of the 
church revealed nothing but that it was the result of a merger of two earlier congregations that happened right before the 
Chicago fire.  Presumably it was the fourth Presbyterian church established in the city, though by far the most successful 
church of that denomination.  Several other cities have a ―Fourth Presbyterian Church‖, but only in Chicago does that name 
go with anything other than a very small neighborhood congregation.])  A huge stone building at the north end of the Magnificent 

Mile, Fourth Presbyterian is the church of convenience that thousands of the richest Chicagoans attend on Christmas and Easter.  It 
was the church of four generations of men named Marshall Field, and while there are no Fields left in Chicago, there are plenty of 
people of equivalent means.  That the congregation was extremely wealthy was confirmed by the decorations with which the church 
was bedecked.  The Methodists had a couple of banners, a nativity the Sunday school children had made, and about thirty poinsettias 
that had been donated in memory of friends and relatives of parishioners.  On the other hand, every surface of the massive 
Presbyterian church was covered in wreaths, garlands, and flowers.  They had to have spent many thousands of dollars just on 
Christmas decorations.  It was lovely, but it really seemed very wasteful.  The service they presented definitely fit with the decorations—
and I for one was very glad to have gone to the service we did. 
 
 The Presbyterian service ended at 12:00, and after that we watched a bit of the midnight mass from Holy Name Cathedral.  
[Holy Name, by the way is the Catholic equivalent of Fourth Presbyterian.  People come to midnight mass there more to be 
seen than to worship.  The service is so popular that they sell tickets to it.]  Before long we settled into bed, and we both slept 

pretty soundly. 
 

 
Monday, December 25 [Chicagoland] 

 
Sign (circa 2012) prohibiting  

continuous riding of CTA trains 

 
 We were up around 7:00 this morning.  While my leg had been 
somewhat better yesterday, I quickly noticed that it was hurting quite a bit 
more today.  That meant I really didn‘t care to do a whole lot of walking today. 
 
 We went down to the breakfast room, where I had some coffee and a 
bagel, and then we drove through virtually empty streets to the park-and-ride.  
There was only one other car in the main lot when we arrived.  It wouldn‘t have 
surprised me if we could have parked for free today.  There was nothing to 
indicate that, though, so we again paid $3.  We went through the turnstile at 
8:41am and quickly boarded a train. 
 
 Many of our fellow passengers this morning were homeless people.  
The blue line runs twenty-four hours a day, and a lot of the homeless spend 
the night riding the ‗L‘ back and forth between Forest Park and O‘Hare.  They 
are technically supposed to exit and re-board at the terminals, though that‘s 
not always strictly enforced.  What‘s more, as long as they don‘t leave the 
secure part of a station, a single fare will let them ride for as long as they want 
to.  The trains provide a warmer, safer alternative to spending the night on the 
street.  Normally the homeless scatter away from the trains before rush hour.  
On a holiday, though, many of them chose to continue riding the rails well into 
the morning.  There are noticeably more homeless in Chicago than there used 
to be, another sign that our ―booming‖ economy is playing Robin Hood in 
reverse—making the wealthy even richer at the expense of the poor. 
 
 [How or whether to accommodate homeless people has become 
an increasingly important issue for the CTA in recent years.  It has 
always been officially illegal for people to continuously ride trains; 
you‘re supposed to exit at the terminals.  In many cases, though, 
homeless  people just stayed  on  board the trains and  waited  until  they 

headed out the other way.  They periodically enforce the exit rule, which in most cases means the homeless people just cross 
the platform at the terminals and board an outbound train.  To combat that they passed and have begun enforcing a rule that 
requires passengers to actually exit the station at the terminals, meaning an additional fare is required to re-board.  Several 
advocacy groups have criticized the CTA, noting that the rule is only enforced selectively.  If Margaret and I chose to just 
cross the platform at a terminal (something I‘ve done more than once while sightseeing on various transit systems), there 
would be an almost zero chance we‘d be arrested for doing so, but a ragged-looking ―person of color‖ would be very likely to 
get in trouble for doing the exact same thing.  Homeless people could avoid the problem by simply buying a pass.  
Unfortunately while may have money to pay a single fare (I‘ll assume they‘re honest and didn‘t just jump the turnstile—which 
is actually kind of hard to do in Chicago), they likely wouldn‘t be able to scrounge up enough for even a one-day pass.  While 



some of them would best be described as in their own little world, it‘s rare that they aren‘t quiet and reasonably polite.  Unlike 
in New York, it‘s rare to see people begging or trying to sell things on the trains in Chicago, and there are only very few of 
these riders I‘d consider any sort of a crime threat.  Even more than Mayor Daley, though, Mayor Emmanuel is a 
businessman‘s politician.  He sees homeless people on the ‗L‘ as cheapening the city‘s image, so he‘d prefer to make it as 
difficult as possible for them to be there.] 
 

 We took the train to Clark and Lake, and it was strange to see this enormous, busy station almost empty.  We walked past the 
dreadful sculptures by the ultramodern Thompson Center (the state office building) and then crossed the street to Chicago Temple.  
They had announced last night that the church was having an ―informal‖ Christmas morning service, and we thought it might be 
interesting to attend.  While at some Methodist churches ―informal‖ might mean the sort of service where they show the words to sappy 
modern songs on a projector, here it was a very nice and very traditional service.  Here ―informal‖ referred mostly to the dress, and 
even that was a step up from what a lot of people wear to church these days.  Both Margaret and I were dressed in sweaters and 
casual pants, and our outfits were exactly right for the occasion. 
 
 The congregation this morning was tiny.  About three dozen congregants (including a couple of boys who were visiting from 
Germany) were scattered around the front of the sanctuary, with a dozen or so homeless people seated in the back.  There are almost 
always homeless people at Chicago Temple‘s services.  The church makes it clear that everyone is welcome—and they mean it.  While 
many of the homeless are there mostly because the church provides a warm place to spend an hour, others really are there to worship.  
They don‘t really mix with the main congregation, but they‘re not excluded either. 
 
 The minister explained why Chicago Temple holds a service like this every Christmas.  He began the tradition at a small 
church he pastured years ago when one year Christmas fell on a Sunday.  A lot of his congregation assumed there would be no church 
that Sunday because there had been Christmas Eve services just a few hours before.  He felt that being Sunday, church should go on 
as usual, and he made a point of holding the service.  A few people came and very much appreciated it, and he‘s held Christmas 
morning services ever since.  The ―crowd‖ is usually small, but it‘s an intimate and meaningful service. 
 
 [I personally would agree that church should happen every Sunday—no exceptions.  It bothers me when our church, 
together with many other in the area, cancels due to inclement weather.  On a couple of occasions we‘ve even cancelled 
services based on forecasts that didn‘t materialize.  The minister lives right next door, so it certainly shouldn‘t be an issue for 
him to get there.  I‘d think they could go ahead with services for those who can make it, realizing those who live out of town or 
shouldn‘t venture out for health or safety reasons won‘t be there.] 

 
 The main part of the service alternated between scripture readings and singing carols.  Instead of the loud organist we had last 
night, today‘s carols were accompanied on piano.  The pianist was actually the choir director of a U.C.C. congregation in Evanston.  I‘d 
bet he‘s a music professor, and he was certainly quite accomplished.  There was also a sermon (less memorable than last night‘s) and 
an opportunity for anyone who wanted to offer intercessions for our prayers.  Then we ended with what amounted to an old-fashioned 
hymn sing where, as the minister said, we all got a chance to sing those carols that we hadn‘t yet sung this Christmas.  Some, like the 
French carol ―Il Est Ne‖, were less than familiar to many of the worshippers [I learned it in a high school foreign language class 
decades ago]; but everyone seemed to enjoy singing all of them. 

 
 We left church shortly after 10:30 and walked to the Monroe Street subway station on the blue line.  I went through the turnstile 
at 10:41am, while Margaret tapped the Chicago card at 10:42.  That one minute difference would turn out to be important—but more on 
that later. 
 
 We took the train quite far northwest and got off at the Irving Park station.  This is a long, narrow station located in the median 
of the Kennedy Expressway.  Because of its confined location, the stairs down to the entrance level are extremely narrow.  A woman on 
crutches was in front of us as we exited, and with her in the lead it took a long time to get down to street level.  [Two-thirds of CTA 
stations are handicap accessible—far more than other ―old‖ transit systems like New York, Philadelphia, Boston, London, or 
Paris.  So far, though, Irving Park is not among the accessible stations.  Given the narrow platform, even if they did install an 
elevator, the station would probably still not meet ADA requirements.  It would certainly be difficult—and very likely 
impossible—for a wheelchair to negotiate between a train and the station house.] 

 
 The Irving Park/Pulaski area is a pleasant middle class neighborhood, but you certainly wouldn‘t know that at first glance.  The 
buildings are all gray and grungy, and to get from the station to the neighborhood itself you have to make a rather creepy walk under 
both the expressway and an embankment where Metra commuter trains run.  Fortunately I‘d made this walk several times before, at all 
hours, so I knew it was perfectly safe.  [I remember the first time I went to this neighborhood, on a trip where I just got off the ‗L‘ 
at random stations and went out exploring.  When I got out at Irving Park I felt scared; the place really looks run-down and the 
walk under the interstate is downright creepy.  I soon realized this wasn‘t really what the neighborhood, though.  I‘ve returned 
to Irving Park and very much enjoyed the area on many subsequent trips to Chicago.] 

 
 Our destination was the Golden Nugget, a locally owned family restaurant housed in a storefront on Irving Park Boulevard.  Its 
urban location is strange for a pancake house, because there‘s basically no parking anywhere nearby.  [There actually is a small lot 
to the west of the restaurant, but the bulk of their traffic does arrive on foot.]  The patrons of the Golden Nugget either live in the 

neighborhood or come here by public transit.  The Golden Nugget is a twenty-four hour place (which is why I‘d been in Irving Park at 
odd hours before), and it‘s one of the few places in the city that is open Christmas Day.  [I actually had first been there one year on 
Thanksgiving night, after driving over to Chicago from Iowa City.] 

 
 The Golden Nugget was very busy this morning.  We waited just a moment while a busboy cleared a table for us.  In fact, 

when we sat down a very generous tip from the previous customers was still on the table.  We spent quite a while looking over their  



enormous menu.  They offer 
both breakfast and dinner 
items all day long, plus a vast 
selection of Mexican food.  
There are numerous 
combination meals and even 
more a la carte options.  I 
ended up having their 
―breakfast sampler special‖—
two tiny slices of ham, two 
sausage links, two slices of 
bacons, two eggs cooked to 
order (over hard), two slices of 
toast, hash browns, and coffee.  
Margaret had a breakfast 
combo with some stupid name 
that amounted to ham and 
eggs with pancakes on the 
side. 
 
 The windows at the 
Golden Nugget were adorned 
with fake snow, holly decals, 
and plastic stickers that 
proclaimed ―Feliz Navidad‖.  It 
was appropriate that their 
holiday greetings were in 
Spanish, because most of the 
staff and better than half the 
patrons here likely spoke that 
language natively.  It 
fascinated me given all the 
Mexican selections on the 
menu that most of the Hispanic 
customers were having 
traditional American diner 
food—eggs, pancakes, hash 
browns, and the like. 
 
 After a very filling 
brunch we walked back to the 
Irving Park ‗L‘ station.  I tapped 
my card, the turnstile beeped, 
and I went through.  I passed 
the card back to Margaret, she 
tapped it, and the turnstile 
beeped.  It didn‘t unlock, 
though.  She tried again, and it 
beeped again but still didn‘t 
budge.  The attendant‘s cage 
was staffed by a woman in a 
―Securitas‖ uniform, a guard 
rather than an actual CTA 
employee.  She said something 
that implied that this sort of 
thing happened fairly often with 
Chicago cards but didn‘t really 
offer to solve our problem.  Her 
only suggestion was that 
Margaret should buy a single 
ride fare card.  Not only would 
the fare card cost more than 
the full fare charged on the 
Chicago card, but since the 
farecard machines don‘t make 
change, Margaret would pay 
even more than she had to for 
a card she didn‘t really need. 

 
ABOVE:  Golden Nugget on Irving Park Boulevard – Chicago, Illinois 

BELOW:  Chicago Card and typical CTA turnstiles 

  

 



We weren‘t in any particular hurry, and I was in the mood to create a stink.  I explained that Margaret and I were traveling 
together and that the Chicago card policy was that up to eight people could travel together on a single card.  Her fare should be the 
same as mine.  She shouldn‘t have to pay the farecard supplement, nor be forced to pay extra because she didn‘t have exact change.  
The woman listened, but made it clear she wouldn‘t open the turnstile for us, and she really wasn‘t in a position to do anything else.  I 
made her call CTA headquarters, and she apparently did reach an actual person there (which I must say amazed me on Christmas).  
Even after speaking with them, though, she refused to budge.  She also refused to give a receipt for Margaret‘s  purchase, provide a 
written record of the incident, or even give us her name.  Those are things she could have done, and I got ruder and ruder as she also 
became less civil.  [An amazing number of customer service people, both in person and on the phone, refuse to give their 
names.  That bothers me more than almost anything when I‘m having a problem.  Even if they use fictitious names like ―Betty 
Crocker‖ or ―Joe Boxer‖ or just give an operator number, they should be identifiable in some way.]   

 
 Eventually a person in a CTA uniform showed up out of nowhere.  He asked what was up, and I explained the situation to him.  
He just opened the turnstile and let Margaret in without any further questions.  I thanked him, and we quickly went up to the platform. 
 
 I checked on the CTA website later on, and they had our exact problem listed among their frequently asked questions.  It turns 
out that there is a small quirk in the program they use for accepting Chicago cards.  While up to eight people can travel together on a 
single card, the system requires them to enter the system at the same time and travel on the same itinerary.  They allow a small buffer 
on initial entry, but that‘s it.  In our case, the system recorded that we both entered at Forest Park at 8:41am.  Exactly two hours later, I 
went through the turnstile downtown.  They allow transfers within two hours, and the system counted my entrance after church as a 
transfer.  The clock turned over to 10:42 before Margaret went through, so her free transfer was forfeited.  That difference of just a few 
seconds made the system think a fresh cycle on the card had started.  At Irving Park when I went through the turnstile, it credited that 
as the transfer paired with Margaret‘s entry downtown.  Since they only let people travel together if they enter at the same time, since 
no one else had entered at 10:42 downtown, no one else could transfer at noon.  Why they couldn‘t just have the system charge 
Margaret full fare, I don‘t know; that‘s just not how they do it. … At least the mysterious guy who showed up out of nowhere was nice to 
us. 
 
 [That is a bizarre software issue, and it‘s made me shy away from using the same card for more than one person 
again—in any city.  In most cases timed passes are really a better deal anyway, and the only place I know that allows passes 
to be used by more than one person is Toronto.] 

  
 e had an uneventful ride back to Forest Park.  There were a handful of cars in the lot 
now, and traffic was steady if not heavy heading back to the hotel.  We opened presents and 
then called my brother Paul and had a pleasant chat with him and his family.  After that we just 
lounged around the hotel and relaxed.  Probably the most interesting thing I did was to use 
Margaret‘s computer to look up information on Manistique, the town in Michigan where The 
Christmas Schooner was set.  I was glad to rest my leg and to enjoy a generally relaxing day.  

I can‘t say it was an exciting Christmas, but it was definitely a pleasant one. 

 

 
Tuesday, December 26 [Chicagoland] 

 
 We were up fairly early today and left the hotel eight-ish.  Getting to the station and 
parking was surprisingly uneventful, even though today was a business day and we were 
traveling right at rush hour.  [Almost certainly this was because we were following 
Roosevelt Road rather than the parallel Eisenhower Expressway.  While we may have 
averaged slower than the freeway traffic, ours was consistent city driving, rather than 
rushing and slamming on the brakes.]  We caught a train quickly and headed downtown. 

 
 Our trip went smoothly until we got to LaSalle station, the first of the downtown 
stations.  The doors remained open for quite some time, and eventually a vague 
announcement was made that we were being delayed.  Police officers walked down the 
platforms, obviously looking in each car.  I have no idea who or what they may have been 
looking for, but it was definitely not routine.  Eventually the doors closed and we made our way 
to the next stop, Jackson.  We got off the train there and saw more officers on the platform.  
We went through the transfer tunnel to the red line, and there were even more officers there.  
Normally there‘s no security in CTA stations except in the wee hours, so something unusual 
was obviously up.  We never did find out what it was.  [They now have ‗L‘ line status reports 
on the CTA website.  Occasionally they will have reports that trains are delayed, and the 
most frequent reason is usually ―due to police activity‖.  Presumably that is what we 
encountered today, though I still don‘t really know what that means.] 

 
 We took the red line south two stations to Roosevelt and walked up to street level.  I 
really didn‘t feel like walking any distance, so we caught the #12 bus eastward on Roosevelt 
Road.  East of Michigan Avenue the bus takes a circuitous route past Soldier Field, but we 
eventually ended up at our destination, the Field Museum.  Months ago we had ordered tickets 
to see the latest traveling exhibit at the museum, the second appearance in America of the 
treasures from King Tut‘s tomb.  Our timed tickets were for a mid-morning admission, and we  

 
Field Museum brochure featuring  

King Tut‘s coffin, which looks 
like, but isn‘t the same as  

the mummy‘s mask 



actually managed to enter before they officially became valid.  We joined the mob and made our way inside. 
 
 I must say straight out that I was disappointed that the exhibit did not include the single most famous relic from ancient Egypt, 
the golden mask that was the centerpiece of Tut-mania when the artifacts toured America back in the ‗70s.  The mask is in Cairo; 
Margaret will probably be seeing it next month.  I, however, will have to settle for the latch hook copy that adorns the wall of my Aunt 
Alaire‘s apartment.  [I‘m pretty sure she made that wall hanging when King Tut‘s treasures came to Seattle, where she lived.] 

 
 While that one main artifact was missing, there was certainly enough on display to satisfy anyone‘s desire for Egyptian 
treasures.  Room after room was filled with fascinating relics, and I definitely enjoyed seeing it all.  Although the exhibit  was extremely 
crowded, it was designed so visitors could explore at their own pace.  They had an audio tour, but we chose not to purchase i t.  I think 
that for me anyway that was the right decision.  I hate headphones, and the signs they had did a very good job of explaining what 
everything was and telling the history of ancient Egypt.  I read every word and learned quite a bit in the process. 
 
 For much of our trip through the exhibit we were near a young father and his son who were also seeing the artifacts.  The son 
was of lower elementary age, and the father did a great job of explaining things to him.  He read most of the signs aloud, but as he did, 
he would simplify complicated language and leave out a few topics that really weren‘t appropriate for young ears.  A couple of other 
visitors complained that he was talking so much, but I thought he was being a wonderful father.  Not a lot of parents spend much time 
with their kids at all these days, but this guy was actually trying to see that his son got something out of what really was a once in a 
lifetime experience.  More dads should be like him. 
 
 As we made our way through the exhibit, I couldn‘t help but wonder just how the archaeologists were able to make what to me 
seemed impossibly accurate and detailed explanations for the use of all the artifacts.  I was reminded of a book that Margaret‘s late 
husband Brian had called Motel of the Mysteries..  The book imagines a future civilization that digs up the remains of a 20

th
 Century 

motel and then mistakenly identifies all the ―treasures‖ held there.  The toilets, for instance, were said to be ritual wash basins that were 
covered  by ―sacred seals‖ with  the mysterious words  that  the  archeologists assumed were a prayer to some god.    What were those  
words?  Why, the famous prayer ―SANITIZED FOR YOUR PROTECTION‖, of course.  They even tried to give religious meaning to the 
―sacred point‖ at the end of the ―sacred scroll‖—the carefully folded triangular end that many hotels place at the end of the toilet paper 
roll to keep it from looking ragged.  (I‘m pretty sure the maids at the Comfort Suites in Oakbrook made sacred points.)  I must say I take 
a lot of archaeology with a grain of salt.  It really seems to me that thousands of years later it‘s got to be all but impossibly to say exactly 
what the purpose of every little artifact was—particularly when even in modern times a single thing can have many different (and often 
unrelated) uses.  The scientist in me also evaluates things with Occam‘s Razor—the rule that says the simplest explanation for 
something is almost always the best.  It was interesting to read all the explanations they‘d come up with, but I don‘t know that I really 
believed all of them. 
 
 We spent a while visiting the gift shop, where I bought a reproduction of the mask I didn‘t see and some postcards for my 
brother Steve.  We exited to the main part of the Field Museum, but we really didn‘t spend much of any time there.  Margaret checked 
out Sue, the enormous dinosaur skeleton that is probably the museum‘s most famous permanent exhibit.  We‘d seen pretty much 
everything else before, though, so we went on our way. 
 
 We took the bus back to Roosevelt station and made our way to the subway.  Once again I went through the turnstile with no 
problem, but the machine wouldn‘t admit Margaret.  There was no one around to complain to this time, so Margaret did end up using 
the higher rate standard fare card.  It turned out that for some reason the bus hadn‘t recorded the second fare when we tapped the 
Chicago card.  It beeped like it had registered, and the drivers didn‘t say anything, but neither bus had actually registered a fare.  Th is 
incident really was the last straw.  I knew before we‘d left that it would actually be cheaper for each of us to buy CTA day passes, but I 
figured a single card would be easier to use.  We resolved right now, though, that Margaret at least would use a separate pass for the 
rest of the trip. 
 
 We took the red line back to Jackson and were somewhat relieved that there were no longer police patrolling the platform.  We 
transferred to the blue line and went west to UIC—Halsted, an enormous station located right where the ‗L‘ surfaces from the subway in 
the middle of the Eisenhower Expressway.  There are numerous exits to this station, each leading to a different part of the University of 
Illinois at Chicago (an institution that actually has more students than the ―real‖ University of Illinois down in Champaign).  
[Interestingly they‘ve since changed taken ―at Chicago out of the institution‘s name; it‘s just a branch of the University of 
Illinois.  The station has changed its name to U of I–Halsted.]  We took the exit to Halsted Street and walked north through 

Greektown, one of the few Chicago neighborhoods that hasn‘t changed ethnicity in recent years. 

 
Header from Greek Islands website 

 
 We had lunch today at a well known restaurant, a 
place I‘d seen featured on at least two different Food Network 
TV shows.  The restaurant is called Greek Islands, and it 
definitely deserves the publicity it‘s gotten.  While it‘s 
surprisingly affordable (at least at lunch), it‘s easy to see why 
it‘s a four-star restaurant.  It‘s the sort of place where the 
waiters really do wait on you hand and foot; we could barely 
take a sip of water before our glasses were refilled.  The décor 
was pleasant (with a lovely finished ceiling), and the food was 
outstanding.  We began our meal with a slab of flaming 
sgagnaki cheese.  That was followed by soup.  Margaret had 
fakyes (lentil and tomato), while I had avgolemono (a creamy 
chicken and rice concoction).  We also had an unending supply 
of  Greek  bread,    which  was  difficult   to  cut  but   otherwise  



excellent.  For a main course I ordered chicken shish kabob.  Margaret, without knowing it, ordered exactly what Rachel Ray had here 
on $40 A Day—lamb with a square pasta called hilopites.  Everything was cooked perfectly, and it was definitely one of the best meals 
I‘ve ever eaten. 

 
Flaming sgagnaki cheese – Greek Islands Restaurant – Chicago, Illinois 

 
 After lunch we stopped in at a Dominick‘s supermarket on the ground floor of a condo tower just north of Greektown.  Stupidly, 
you can‘t buy CTA passes from the vending machines in the stations.  You can, however, buy them at the customer service counters at 
Dominick‘s and Jewel.  [An amazing number of transit systems don‘t sell passes in their vending machines.  The reasoning is 
generally that they don‘t want local people to I‘m not sure what the reasoning for that is, but it‘s rare that they sell anything 
other than the standard fare card or ticket.]  Margaret got the pass she needed to avoid any more problems with the Chicago card, 

and we made our way to the Clinton/Lake station.  We had a bit of a wait, but eventually we caught a green line train to East 63
rd

 Street.  
We rode past downtown and continued to the south side. 
 
 The area near the south side green line is one of the strangest parts of Chicago.  For much of the way, the ‗L‘ runs above 
empty lots, with not much of anything anywhere nearby.  This area was originally filled with rowhouses.  In the ‗50s and ‗60s the world‘s 
largest public housing towers went up nearby.  Those towers were torn down about five years ago, and many of the rowhouses have 
been abandoned as inner city residents have re-located to the nearby suburbs.  The city has a program to rapidly destroy vacant 
homes to keep them from becoming centers of crime, which is the reason for all the vacant lots.  In many cases just one or two of what 
were once a string of rowhouses remain.  Other times the whole block is empty.  I suppose it‘s good to have some open space in the 
city, but it really is a bit disconcerting to see so much of it.  [It‘s strange to think that Chicago‘s South Side was once among the 
most densely populated places in America.  Today much of it comes across as empty.] 

 
 Things get denser near the end of the line, at 63

rd
 and Cottage Grove.  We exited here and walked north past low-rise public 

housing and ratty apartments that serve the University of Chicago.  Eventually we made our way to the Midway, the strip of parkland 
that actually served as the midway for the World‘s Columbian Exposition in 1892.  The world‘s fair carnival is long gone, but the Midway 
(from which the nearby airport got its name) continues to be a pleasant park that breaks up the extremely dense UC campus. 
 
 We walked north an east, about a mile and a half from the station all together, and I must say my leg was hurting a lot.  [There 
are buses that run through the University of Chicago neighborhood, but they are both extremely infrequent and run very 
circuitous routes.  Even the ‗L‘ service is infrequent in this part of Chicago.]  Finally we reached our destination, the University of 

Chicago‘s Oriental Institute.  The institute is technically an academic division within the university, but the name mostly refers to the 
school‘s museum.  While to my mind ―orient‖ brings to mind China or Japan, the museum instead focuses on the Near East.  We saw 
Egyptian artifacts very similar to those we‘d seen this morning, as well as archaeological relics from the Babylonians, Sumerians, and 
other people from the Fertile Crescent who wrote in wedge-shaped glyphs. 



 

 Margaret really liked the Oriental 
Institute.  Her late husband had a 
doctorate in ancient studies, and she had 
obviously learned a lot from Brian.  She‘s 
also done a lot of reading from his old 
books.  While she couldn‘t read the 
tablets, Margaret could recognize a 
number of glyphs, and she could date 
things from the style of writing they used.  
She had been to this museum years ago 
with Brian, and she obviously enjoyed 
returning. 
 
 I had also been here before, and 
while I was glad to come back, I must say 
I‘d have preferred to have returned 
without a gimpy leg.  The museum isn‘t all 
that large, but it was more than I really 
wanted to walk through.  I thought of my 
late mother as I rested on every bench, 
and I‘m sure I wasn‘t the best of 
companions for Margaret.  The Oriental 
Institute is a very nice museum, but today 
at least I definitely wished it was closer to 
public transportation.  (There‘s not even a 
bus that goes particularly nearby.) 

ABOVE:  Oriental Institute in winter (much as we saw it) 
BELOW:  Artifacts from the Oriental Institute 

  
 After seeing the Oriental Institute we walked westward to Washington Park.  Near the entrance to the park is one of Chicago‘s 
lesser-known attractions, the DuSable Museum of African American History.  Named after the Haitian black man who was Chicago‘s 
first settler, it is the oldest and largest museum of its kind in the country.  It is always listed with Chicago‘s great museums , but because 
it‘s located far from most of the others, few tourists visit the place.  That‘s too bad, because it really is a fascinating museum.  While my 
leg was still hurting, I made a point of seeing everything there was to see, and I really did enjoy the place. 
 
 After paying our $3 admission we entered an exhibit called ―Africa Speaks‖ that traced the history of Africa from ancient times 
through the present.  Parts of it were similar to what we‘d already seen at both the Field Museum and the Oriental Institute, but other 
parts explored history I of places I know only vaguely.  When they got to modern times they had TV monitors that played videos of 
―typical‖ modern Africans—hence the name ―Africa Speaks‖.  The idea was interesting, but the videos themselves were much too long.  

Margaret and I watched one that featured a pregnant Kenyan woman who had to travel a long distance to get to an appropriate place to 
bear her child.  It seemed as if she did the traveling in real time.  After about five minutes we got bored and checked out the other 
displays.  We saw every display case in the exhibit, and she had still not even left for the journey.  I was on the phone with Margaret 
today, and we joked that the woman probably still hadn‘t had her baby. 
 
 There were numerous other exhibits.  One traced the history of Civil Rights.  Part of this focused on Martin Luther King‘s push 
to integrate Chicago‘s neighborhoods, a change that took thirty years and in the end benefited Hispanics much more than Blacks.  They 
also featured Emmet Till (the Chicago boy who was murdered while visiting a cousin in Mississippi) and Malcolm X (who spent the first 



part of his adult life in the Windy City).  Interestingly, though, the biggest focus was on Medgar Evers, the Civil Rights leader who was 
assassinated in his driveway in Jackson.  Evers is something of a regional hero in Mississippi; the Jackson boulevard that in any other 
city would have been re-named after Dr. King bears his name.  He‘s not nearly as well known in the North, though, and it intrigued me 
that so much of this exhibit focused on him. 
 
 There was an exhibit on the many Black women who were unsung heroines in the fight for civil rights.  Then they featured 
Black politicians, with the biggest focus on Harold Washington—Chicago‘s first (and so far only) black mayor and one of the first black 
men to lead any major city.  They have Washington‘s city hall office re-created, and displays tell of his rise to power—and the fact that 
the Chicago mayorship was considered a higher office than being a Congressman. 
 

Washington, like his predecessor Jane Byrne (the first woman to lead a major city), ran for office as a Democrat who opposed 
the traditional Chicago political machine.  Also like Byrne, though, once in office he became leader of the machine and used it to his 
advantage.  The Chicago machine is still very much alive—evidenced by the fact that Richard M. Daley, son of the machine mayor 
Richard J. Daley, has now been in office almost as long as his father. [He would surpass is father by the time he retired in 2011, 
after 22 years in office.] The biggest change (which was mostly the doing of downstate Republicans) is that since 1999 all local 

elections in Illinois are officially non-partisan.  That hasn‘t changed the fact that virtually all politicians in Chicago are still Democrats; 
they just don‘t have ―Democrat‖ next to their name on the ballot. 
 

Most of the lower level of the DuSable is an art museum, featuring the work of African American artists.  While some of the 
work was good, most of it really wasn‘t very memorable.  It was also annoying to look at.  That‘s because they had security alarms 
installed to keep visitors from getting to close to the paintings and sculptures.  Unfortunately they had signs explaining the artwork 
printed in tiny type that you had to get up close to in order to read.  Each time Margaret or I did so, the buzzers would go off.  No one 
seemed to care, but it was embarrassing.  Fortunately at least one other museum patron set them off too. 

 
Postage stamp honoring  

Percy Julian 

 
A fairly large exhibit profiled a famous Chicagoan who will be the subject of an 

upcoming documentary on the TV show Nova (scheduled to air February 6 on public 
television stations) called ―The Forgotten Genius‖.  Percy Julian (1899 – 1975) grew up in 
rural Alabama and was one of the first blacks accepted at a Catholic college in Indiana.  He 
also attended the traditionally black Alabama Normal School and Fisk University; as well as 
Harvard and the University of Vienna.  A pharmaceutical chemist, Julian‘s biggest discovery 
was hydrocortisone, the synthetic steroid that is used to treat arthritis and numerous allergies.  
Among his many other discoveries was one of the main drugs used to treat glaucoma.  Julian 
spent most of his adult life in Oak Park, the Chicago suburb where Margaret and I stayed at 
Christmas in 1998.  His home was firebombed when he first moved there, but eventually he 
became an accepted member of the community.  (Interestingly, today Oak Park is one of the 
best integrated suburbs in America.)  While Julian was one of the biggest contributors to 20

th
 

Century science, almost no one has heard of him.  The museum implied (probably with some 
reason) that was largely due to his race.  I‘d certainly never heard of him before (though I 
must confess about the only pharmaceutical chemists I have heard of are Jonas Salk and 
Maggie Nelson, the sister of that baseball player I know), and I was fascinated to find out 
about him.  I‘ll make a point of setting my VCR when the show comes on. 

 
 The final main exhibit was about Kwanzaa, appropriate since today was the first day 
of that celebration.  The exhibit admitted that Kwanzaa is a completely invented holiday that is 
only about forty years old (and has only been celebrated by a large number of people for 
about fifteen years).  They pointed out the seven principles of Kwanzaa (unity, self-
determination, collective work and responsibility, cooperative economics, purpose, creativity,  

and faith) and showed how Kwanzaa is celebrated.  While I‘m as likely to light a Hanukkah menorah as a kinaras (the wooden 
candleholder with three green, three red, and one black candle that is used at Kwanzaa), it was interesting to see the exhibit. 
 
 We checked out their uninspired gift shop (that neither of us bought anything tells you something) and made our way outside.  
There was an interesting piece of litter on a sidewalk just outside the museum.  It was the marble base of a trophy, though the trophy 
itself was missing.  A fake gold plate on the base was printed with the words ―HYDE PARK KENWOOD BASEBALL LEAGUE – 1995‖.  
We were in Hyde Park, but why someone would litter an eleven-year-old trophy I have no idea.  I saved the scrap of marble as a 
souvenir, though.  [I still have that trophy base as part of the kinck-knacks in my living room six years later.] 

 
 My leg was still aching, and it was also starting to get dark.  That combination made it less than desirable to walk back past the 
public housing to the ‗L‘.  Instead we caught the Garfield bus, which gave us an interesting tour of the city‘s south side.  We first rode 
through the enormous Washington Park (one of two large city parks where the main pavilions of the World‘s Columbian Exposition were 
located).  We crossed under the green line at King Drive, in that rather abandoned area I described earlier.  West of there Garfield 
Boulevard becomes one of the principal streets of the south side.  It alternates between a rather tacky businesses and middle class 
bungalows.  For about the first half of the ride the neighborhood was mostly black; after that it was heavily Hispanic.  We rode almost 
the complete length of the bus route.  We were delayed for quite a while near the west end of the line as we waited for a long freight 
train to pass.  You‘d think they‘d run the trains on a viaduct rather than back up traffic on a busy street, but we waited for nearly fifteen 
minutes.  Fortunately we were near the front of the line; I hate to think how far back the jam went. 
 
 We ended up at Midway Airport, at 57

th
 and Cicero in the southwest corner of the city.  There we caught an orange line train 

back toward downtown.  We stopped a couple stations before the Loop, at 40
th

 and Ashland.  I had a White Castle scrip card, and I 
knew there was a joint selling the little square burgers just south of the Ashland station.  Both Margaret and I enjoyed what was 



probably the cheapest meal of our trip.  We each had two cheeseburgers and hot chocolate.  We also split a small order of mozzarella 
planks, and I bought a stoneware coffee mug as a souvenir.  I had about $7 left on the card, and I ended up having to pay just over a 
dollar in cash beyond that—not a bad deal. 
 
 They had the volume on the drive-through turned up, so we could hear every word as people ordered.  It amazed me just how 
much some people buy.  No one came close to the two burgers each of us had; five or ten were more common—plus numerous sides.  
The restaurant was decked out for Christmas, complete with a tree.  Under the tree they had a gift suggestion many of the drive-
through patrons probably would have liked—handle-topped cardboard boxes the size of briefcases with big bows on them.  Each box 
could contain thirty burgers—and I think some people might consider that a single meal. 
 
 We walked back to the ‗L‘ and rode to the Library station at the south end of the Loop.  Library offers a free transfer to the 
Jackson station on the red and blue lines.  We transferred to the red line and rode north past the Washington construction project 
(where the lights are turned off in the whole station) and on north to the Chicago Avenue station.  Chicago and State is directly 
underneath Holy Name Cathedral, just west of the Magnificent Mile on North Michigan Avenue.   
 

We walked east to Michigan and paused for a while at a Border‘s bookstore.  I always buy a couple of those page-a-day rip-off 
calendars for my classroom at school, and I was pleased to pick them up at half price here.  I also got a trivia book I‘ll use when 
compiling questions for our quiz bowl tournament next fall.  It took forever to check out at Border‘s, but that really wasn‘t a problem 
since we weren‘t in any particular hurry. 

 
 We then walked over to Water Tower Place, the marble tower that was one of the country‘s first urban shopping malls.  The 
place also houses offices and condominiums, and one of its newest additions is the Drury Lane—Water Tower, a small but beautifully 
appointed professional theatre.  The last show we‘d be seeing on this trip was here. 

 
 The 25

th
 Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee is 

a musical comedy that set at a school contest that would 
qualify the central characters for the National Spelling 
Bee.  The theatre lobby was decked out with lockers, 
inspirational posters, and fake ―student‖-created artwork 
that made it look like we were entering a middle school.  
As we waited for the auditorium to open, people were 
recruiting ―spellers‖ from among those in line.  Those 
people ended up on stage and were actually part of the 
show. 

 
 We soon entered.  While much smaller, the 
theatre reminds me of the Kodak Theatre in Los Angeles 
where the Oscars are held.  It‘s also a lot like the 
Rosemont Theatre where we saw the Radio City 
Christmas show years ago.  Everything is red and gold, 
and the main feature is an enormous chandelier that 
seems to fill the whole auditorium.  It‘s really a lovely 
theatre, by far the nicest we were in on this trip.  [There‘s 
a good chance I‘ll be headed back to this theatre this 
coming summer.  We‘ll be in Chicago for quiz bowl, 
and several of the kids want to see the show Rock of 
Ages, which is being produced there.  It‘s hard for 
me  to imagine  an  over-the-top production in such a 

 
Poster for 25

th
 Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee 

small theatre.  I‘ll be interested to see how they pull it off.] 

 
Out-of-date photo of Justin Timberlake 

 
 I can‘t, however, say that the show was the best we saw.  Don‘t get me 
wrong, it was a cute show and quite well acted.  (It‘s tough for an adult to play a 
middle school kid, and they managed to pull it off.)  It jus didn‘t come across as 
anything terribly special.  While I can still hum the songs from The Christmas 
Schooner, none of the music in Spelling Bee was memorable.  There wasn‘t a great 
deal of plot.  Instead, they explored the many characters who were contestants in the 
bee—all the standard schoolhouse stereotypes and then some.  All the characters 
were interesting, and it really was a fun show overall—just not my favorite. 

 
 One of the most interesting things was the audience participation.  They had 
the volunteers they‘d recruited in line participate just like the actual actors.  Everything 
revolved around spelling words, and they went up to a microphone and were given 
words to spell.  As they went up, they were introduced, and the M.C. made little jokes 
about them.  The lone male volunteer was a squeaky clean prep boy in a pin-striped 
shirt.  The first time he came up the M.C. introduced him as ―president of his school‘s 
Justin Timberlake fan club‖ (he did look like he belonged in a boy band), while the 
second time she noted that he wanted everyone to know that ―vertical stripes are 
slimming‖.  One of the girls they recruited had dreadful hair dyed in a hue not known 



in nature.  Her entrance elicited a cosmetology joke.  Another had a fanciful skirt that was probably extremely expensive, but looked to 
be patched together from rags.  ―Her little sister does her sewing for her‖ was the comment made as she entered.  
 

Each of the recruits continued spelling, taking turns with the main characters, until they got a word wrong.  The first words the 
volunteers were given were incredibly easy (like ―cow‖ and ―Mexicans‖).  It became clear when each recruit was intended to make their 
exit, though.  The words rapidly went from simple to impossible.  Margaret was rooting for a middle aged woman who managed to get a 
couple of the hard words right.  However, when she went back to her seat, they immediately called her back and had her spell 
something bizarre that literally no one had heard of—farewell. 
 
 Until they misspelled something, the recruits were on stage the whole time.  A major feature of the set was a section of 
bleachers that rotated.  The middle aged woman grasped them for dear life every time they moved.  Some of the recruits even 
attempted to join into the dancing, coaxed on by the actual actors.  ―Justin Timberlake‖ was quite good at that, and could we ll aspire to 
a career on the stage himself. 
 
 This was the most expensive show we saw, which makes sense since it was the only play whose cast were members of 
Actors Equity, the theatre union.  As has happened at most Equity shows I‘ve seen (including every single one I‘ve seen in Ch icago), 
they had an appeal at the end for ―Equity Fights AIDS‖.  This one was actually a seasonal drive with the money going to provide food 
and housing for AIDS patients.  I gave a fairly generous donation to what I think is a very worthy cause. 
 
 After the show we made our way back to the subway and rode back to the Loop.  We took the pedestrian tunnel over to the 
blue  line and caught  a  train back to Forest Park.   Traffic was fairly light,  and we got  back to  Oakbrook Terrace  right  at 10pm.   We 

 
President Gerald Ford 

stopped briefly at the Walgreen‘s across the street (which is technically in Villa 
Park, not Oakbrook Terrace) and then settled in to our hotel room for the night.   
 

We spent quite a while lounging around the room.  Margaret had 
bought a traditional English ―Christmas pud‖ at the Macy‘s in Rochester 
(formerly Dayton‘s) before we left, and we enjoyed that spicy raisin cake as a 
late night snack.  We read and talked for quite a while. 

 
We also watched a bit of TV.  The big news was the death this 

evening of former President Gerald Ford.  He had apparently just passed 
away, as the story was being treated as breaking news.  The networks still 
hadn‘t dug up their stock biographies, but they were already calling up talking 
heads who praised Ford in the grandest of terms.  I can‘t say I‘d lavish such 
hyperbole on the accidental President, but I didn‘t dislike the man.  He was 
reasonably moderate in most things, and he was willing to respect opposing 
opinions.  That‘s more than almost anyone of either party can say these days.  
One of my favorite quotes is attributed to President Ford.  It appeared in the 
book Between Friends/Entre Amis, the official gift from Canada to the people 
of the United States on the occasion of our nation‘s bicentennial.  In that book 
Ford (who was then the current President) was quoted as saying, ―We can 
disagree without being disagreeable.‖  Wouldn‘t it be nice if politicians these 
days would take that to heart? 

 

 
Wednesday, December 27 [Chicago, Illinois to Maquoketa, Iowa] 

 
 Today was a slow and drawn-out.  Everything took longer and ran later than we‘d planned, but it was still an enjoyable day. 
 
 We slept in later today than any other day on the trip and then spent quite a bit of time packing everything up and taking it out 
to Margaret‘s Tracker.  [This was complicated by the fact that for nearly as long as she‘d owned the vehicle, the back door of 
the Tracker wouldn‘t open.]  We checked out (with the bill all processed fine—unlike other places where I‘ve paid with gift cards) and 

left the hotel shortly after 9:00.  A few miles from the hotel we stopped for gas (around $2.30—just slightly higher than back home) at a 
Citgo station on Roosevelt Road.  We arrived at the Forest Park park-and ride around 9:45 and fairly quickly caught a train to the city. 
 
 On the train this morning I read through the complimentary USA Today we had 
gotten in our hotel room.  Most of the news was not memorable, but they had an 
interesting feature that caught my eye.  A columnist had written about different words that 
had recently worked their way into the English language.  I‘d heard of none of the words 
before, but some of them were amusing.  One of these was ―peerents‖, parents who treat 
their children as their peers.  I teach far too many students whose parents feel that way.  
Another word that caught my eye was ―gastroporn‖, which describes the preparing of 
gourmet food as a spectator event, where people who have no intention of preparing or 
eating such food themselves live vicariously through seeing the food.  As a big fan of cable 
TV‘s Food Network, I completely understand the concept.  It‘s probably a stretch to merge 
gastronomy with pornography, but I suppose there are similarities in the obsession with 
looking at both. 

 
Gastroporn 



 We didn‘t get off the train downtown today.  Instead we continued our journey on the blue line and emerged from the subway 
on the northwest side of town.  The train was running slowly due to track repair, so it took us about an hour and a half to make our 
complete journey.  We finally exited at Harlem Avenue, just three stations from the end of the line out by O‘Hare.  We walked south 
about a mile on Harlem to our ultimate destination. 

 
Newspaper website picture of  Value City,  

from an article on the chain going out of business 
(This isn‘t the Harwood Heights store, but it looks similar.) 

  
 We‘d gone all this way to get to the Chicago branch 
of Value City.  (Technically the store is in the village of 
Harwood Heights, but that ―village‖ is completely surrounded 
by the city of Chicago.)  Value City is a discount store that 
I‘ve shopped at on several occasions before.  In addition to 
the Harlem Avenue branch, there‘s one on the south side, 
as well as locations on a few dumpy strips in the suburbs.  
They also have a Value City in Ottawa, a town on I-80 about 
halfway between Chicago and Moline.  Value City really isn‘t 
anything particularly special, but it‘s different from the stores 
near where I live.  I had gotten some Value City gift cards 
from our school‘s scrip program, and I wanted to stop either 
in the city or in Ottawa so I could use them. 
 
 [One of my favorite articles of clothing came 
from Value City.  It‘s a sweater I picked up at their 
location on Cicero Avenue in the city of Chicago a 
couple years before this trip.  The striped sweater in 
various shades of green is different from anything I‘ve 
seen elsewhere, and it goes with a lot of different 
combinations of clothes I own.  The thing cost just $8, a 
true bargain.] 

 
[Value City went out of business not long after this trip, just another victim of the consolidation of retailing in 

America.  I do miss them.  While no one would ever claim they were a nice store, they did make a nice alternative and offered 
different merchandise than Wal-Mart, K-Mart, or Target.  While I‘m not always a fan of ―ma ‗n‘ pa‖ stores, I almost always like 
small chains.] 
 

 We browsed around the store for about half an hour, and I picked up a very nice shirt, some socks, and some playing cards 
that I‘ll use for an activity I do in the Statistics class I teach.  We got in line to check out, but the line barely moved at all.  There were 
only three customers in front of us, but each of them had some sort of problem that caused delays.  One had bought something she 
thought was on sale that came up on the scanner at regular price.  When they did a price check, it came back for yet another price—
somewhere between what the scanner had said and what the woman thought the price should be.  Another woman had misunderstood 
a sale flyer (which, in the woman‘s defense, was probably quite vaguely worded precisely so it would trap people like her).  She had 
picked up large quantities of some items on which there was a limit and thought a discount on clothing applied to all her clothing 
purchases, when in fact it applied to a single item.  Someone else didn‘t have enough money to pay for everything she had picked up.  
She returned several items, but she still came up a bit short.  The clerk ended up reaching into her own purse to make up the 
difference.  I don‘t know if she knew the customer or if she was just being kind, but at least she got her through the line.  Those three 
customers took another half hour, when they should have gotten through in maybe five minutes.  When our turn finally came, we made 
it through the line fairly quickly. 
 
 We stopped next at an Office Max store.  (Harlem, if you haven‘t gathered, is mostly a strip of ―big box‖ retailers.)  I had been 
looking for stationery for the Christmas letter I send each year, but hadn‘t found anything I liked at either Macy‘s or Border‘s.  Office 
Max had an enormous selection of affordable holiday paper.  I ended up with enough paper for a decade of Christmas letters—literally.  
I also recently bought a ton of cards from The Hunger Site charity, so I‘m set on my holiday communication well into the future.  [I‘m 
about halfway through that supply of Christmas letter paper now, and it‘s been fun to have a variety to choose from each 
year.] 

 
 Office Max was about the only thing that went quickly today.  Since everything else had taken longer than it should have, it 
was lunch time by now.  Across the street from Office Max was a place called Old Warsaw that Margaret and I thought might be an 
interesting place to eat.  Their food might have been good, but it was definitely not a place we‘d have been comfortable.  The clientele 

was definitely the oldest residents of the neighborhood; Margaret was easily twenty years younger than most of the crowd, and I might 
as well have been a baby.  What‘s more, everyone in the place was dressed to the nines for lunch.  Neither of us was in jeans, but we 
were still very tacky by comparison.  [It really did strike me as odd that people had dressed for lunch on a Wednesday at a 
restaurant on a suburban strip.  I‘d be fascinated to see what they wear on a Saturday night.] 
 

 We opted instead for a place called the Family Palace, a locally owned family restaurant.  It was not unlike a Perkins, but with 
a broader menu and a somewhat nicer atmosphere.  I made a mental note of the place, because it‘s somewhere I‘d like to go back to 
when I‘m in Chicago again.  It‘s a pleasant place that‘s also affordable, and it‘s also the sort of place I‘d feel comfortable coming on my 
own.  Our waiter was a rather obviously gay man from Eastern Europe with limited English skills.  He managed to take our order without 
much incident, though.  Margaret had a cooked-to-order hamburger, while I had a bacon omelet that was one of their specials.  All their 
entrees come with complimentary soup, which was a nice touch.  Margaret had a cream of spinach soup, and I had wild rice.  The meal 
was cheap (probably quite a bit less expensive than Old Warsaw would have been) and most enjoyable. 



 
 Since I was now loaded down with purchases, I didn‘t 
particularly want to walk all the way back to the ‗L‘ station.  Instead 
we caught the Higgins bus northward.  Our travel companions were 
mostly Hispanic women who work in the area.  While it seemed to 
take forever to walk from the station to the shopping area, the return 
trip took no time at all.  On the other hand, the ‗L‘ ride back to Forest 
Park took forever—roughly another hour and a half, thanks to that 

track work. 
 
 We had planned to be at my brother John‘s house in the 
middle of the afternoon, but it was already nearly that time when we 
got to the park-and-ride.  Obviously we wouldn‘t be on time.   
 
 We exited from the park-and-ride directly onto I-290, the 
Eisenhower Expressway.   Just  a short  distance  west  290 merges  

Family Palace Restaurant 

 
into I-88, the Ronald Reagan Memorial Tollway.  While the name was likely chosen because I-88 passes right by Reagan‘s hometown 
of Tampico, I must say I find it amusing to find a tollway named in honor of the President who championed user fees for everything.  We 
called John and Janet from the tollway (one of the advantages of the cell phone age) and continued west to Rock Falls.  We turned off 
there and followed highway 30 west to Clinton.  From there it was just a short drive on to Maquoketa, where John and Janet live. 
 
 We arrived at John‘s around 5:30.  While we‘d driven to their home on autopilot, when we got there it looked unfamiliar.  That‘s 
because their home used to be at the end of their street, but since the last time we were there another home (the new Maquoketa 
Methodist parsonage) has gone up to the west of theirs. 
 
 It had been ages since either Margaret or I had been to John and Janet‘s home.  [Interestingly, as I write this revision, 
Margaret is planning to head over there this coming weekend.]  In fact in the last year we‘d only seen J & J once, at Thanksgiving.  

It was wonderful to see them again, and they were most hospitable.  They served us a wonderful meal of steak, mashed potatoes 
topped with broiled cheese, an elegant salad, and delicious bread.  We‘d had some good meals on this trip, but tonight‘s was definitely 
one of the best.  After supper we went downstairs, where we relaxed in front of their Christmas tree and talked well into the night.  It 
was well after midnight when we finally got to bed. 
 

 
Thursday, December 28 [Maquoketa, Iowa to Algona, Iowa] 

 
 We slept in until after 9:00 this morning and then enjoyed some cinnamon rolls and more conversation.  Both we and J & J left 
around 12:30, as they had to go to Cedar Rapids this afternoon.  We drove north on highway 61 to Dubuque, where we stopped for gas 
at a Casey‘s.  We then had lunch at the Panera restaurant on the west end of town.   
 
 We didn‘t stop at all as we headed northward from Dubuque.  The most interesting sight along the way was the holiday 
decorations the town of Postville had put up.  While it‘s an old Iowa farm town, the ethnic composition of Postville has changed a lot in 
recent years.  They have a kosher butcher there, and a large part of the population is made up or Orthodox Jews. [Not long after this, 
the Postville slaughterhouse would be all over the news, both for hiring illegal aliens and for allegations that they slaughtered 
animals in ―inhumane‖ ways.]  It‘s no surprise, then, that while many communities put stars or Christmas trees on their lampposts, in 

Postville they have menorahs. 
 
 We reached Margaret‘s house around 3:30.  I quickly transferred things to my car and set off for home.  I had a leisurely trip, 
stopping repeatedly to shop at various places on the way.  I hadn‘t really done all that much shopping in Chicago, and I needed to re-
stock my shelves before the New Year.  [While it doesn‘t outright say it, this probably means the main place I stopped was Aldi.  
I‘m also planning to stop at that discount grocer this coming weekend when I‘m down in Des Moines.]  I got home around 8pm, 

the end of a nice little Christmas getaway. 


