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The Occasional Tourist—Chicago

WINDY
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hicago in early autumn, though still

warm, redefines “cool.”
the jazz and blues pouring out of nightclub
doors, or the evening breeze gliding off Lake
Michigan to ruffle the leaves of Grant Park,
or even the nightlife scenes above the city
and on street level. More than that, it’s the
heart of the city itself, pulsing to the beat
of 2.7 million Chicagoans transiting daily
from work to play, soaking up the dappled
sunlight, dancing out the night, or catching
meals at outdoor cafes, swank restaurants,
and street-side hotdog stands.

On my first day roaming these welcoming
streets, there was no mistaking the highly
charged buzz of the city. “Cool” is evident in
the soaring architecture of sleek, black Willis
Tower, 110 stories high and the second-tallest
building in the U.S. (eighth-tallest freestand-
ing structure in the world), or in the curved
images reflecting off Indian-British artist
Anish Kapoor’s Cloud Gate sculpture, a giant
silver bean that mesmerizes everyone who
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passes it in Millennium Park.

In fact, everywhere I turned in the down-
town and lakeside neighborhoods, there was
either something pleasant to observe or some
happening event to join. I found both in a
group of yoga practitioners moving grace-
fully at Pritzker Pavilion, an outdoor concert
space designed by Frank Gehry.

A Stroll in the Park
A short walk south led me to the pair of
bronze lions guarding the stonework en-
trance of The Art Institute of Chicago, home
to a world-class collection of classical and
contemporary paintings—notably, its Im-
pressionist collection—sculptures, and crafts,
including outstanding galleries of Asian art.
A further stroll down lakeside Grant Park,
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past “splashtacular” Buckingham Fountain,
brought me to a triple set of options at Mu-
seum Row. Hard choice. Should I chill out
with swimming or lolling penguins and fas-
cinating fish at the Shedd Aquarium, bone
up on the dead dinosaurs at the Field Mu-
seum of Natural History, or study the stars at
the Adler Planetarium? A Chicago CityPASS
got me into all three, with a major discount
and no waiting.
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Museums provide cool indoor comfort,
but for lovers of lakeside fun in the sun,
including beachniks and boaters galore,
nothing matches outings on Lake Michigan.
Seeking some aquatic fun, I headed back to
my local lodgings for sunscreen, yes, even in
early autumn here. The Hilton Chicago is the
grand dame of the city’s hotels, with a pedi-
gree going back to the days when it was “The
Stevens.” Built in 1927, it was the world’s
largest hotel, with so many rooms you could
sleep in a different one each night for eight
years. Overlooking Grant Park, its chambers
today are fewer, but doubled in size and el-
egance. Royalty, presidents, and movie stars
have since made it their residence, so I was in
good company.

Lakeside and Riverside

The Hilton concierge floated two waterborne
options for me: a brunch-time lake cruise
from Navy Pier aboard the Spirit of Chicago,
or a Chicago Architecture Foundation River
Cruise aboard the First Lady.

Figuring “too much is never enough,”
[ tried both. As we sailed past Navy Pier’s
arcade of fun and out to the 110-year-old
Chicago Harbor Lighthouse, the Spirit of
Chicago’s music, dancing, and buffet meal
played background to the city’s breezy take
on cool autumn festivity.

As we made our way down the lean corri-
dors of the Chicago River, on the 90-minute
river cruise, a professional architect pointed
out the many historic and modern archi-

tectural marvels that line the banks. We also
spied a number of new brides and brides-
maids donning their best poses for album
shots in royal purple and lavender.

The river cruise passes under dozens of
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low bridges, including one at LaSalle Street.
That same avenue ends with another bridge
into Grant Park, but not before passing
by three grand sculptures, a metallic angel
named Magdalene, by Dessa Kirk, and Ivan
Mestrovic’s bronze diptych, The Bowman
and The Spearman. Figurative but dynamic,
they’re only a small sampling of Chicago’s
public art taking it to the streets.

Public Art with Attitude

This was brought home to me on my final
night out, when I noticed Crown Fountain, a
public sculpture fronting The Art Institute,
comprising a black granite pool slung be-
tween a pair of glass brick towers, each about
15 meters high. Those mysterious towers,
facing each other at night in Millennium
Park, are not what they seem by day. During
the sunlit hours, it’s a monumental work of
art by Jaume Plensa and a popular subject
for photographers—plus a hugely popular
place for friends and family to meet. As wa-
ter pours down the sides of these monolithic
structures, Chicagoans young and old splash
happily through the shallow reflecting pool
so long as the weather is warm and sunny.

As the sky darkened, however, I realized
these colossal blocks are actually fronted
with gigantic LED screens on which the faces
of 1,000 Chicagoans are slowly projected,
one by one. Some of the faces purse their lips
in a kissing movement, and then a stream
of water shoots from their virtual mouths:
Photographers beware! It comes as a com-
plete surprise, perfectly delightful, and I can
only repeat what many newcomers have fre-
quently told me about the fountain as well as
about the Windy City: “How cool is that!”
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Getting There

ANA serves Chicago with two dally flights from Tokyo (Narita).
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