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Chicago Stories

MEANT FREEDOM”
IN CHICAGO

“GROWING UP

Stars: They’re just like us! Not really. But a lot of them grew up here, and we’ve 
collected dozens of their funny, touching or just plain unbelievable childhood stories.  

Photo illustrations by John Ueland

“It was very easy to 
evoke in your 
imagination what it 
is to have been 
John Dillinger in 
those moments.”

“When we went to 
the Tucci Milan 

opening…I was 
determined not to 

like anything.”

“Everyone who fled, those 
of us who stayed behind 
said, ‘Good riddance, 

you’re cowards.’”

“Monday was Neo—
ladies’ night. Tuesday 
was Exit. Wednesday 

was Smart Bar.”

“Wrigley Field was filled with just as many 
black fans as white fans, and they were all 
screaming and cheering for the Dodgers.”
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“We would 
sneak down 

to 12th Street 
and peep in 
the cracks 

and see the 
blues singers 
at the club.”

“Molecular 
gastronomy was 
the spinning salad 
bowl at the 
Blackhawk 
[restaurant].”

PLUS: FLEETING  
FLASHBACKS

We mine the Over & Out archives for some of our favorite Chicagoans’ 
childhood recollections—organ grinders and Winnetka swingers included.  
By Novid Parsi  Photo illustrations by Jamie DiVecchio Ramsay
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Before he became hip-hop 
superstar Common, Lonnie 
Rashid Lynn was just a South 
Side kid, sneaking into 
neighbors’ backyards to shoot 
hoops, riding his bike along the 
train tracks and listening to hip-
hop on WHPK 88.5FM, the first 
station to play the genre in 
Chicago. We spoke to the rapper/
actor, 39, from the set of his 
forthcoming Disney movie, The 
Odd Life of Timothy Green.  

On whipping Devil’s Peak
“I’m from basically the South 
Side, I guess technically it would 
be the Chatham or Avalon 
neighborhoods but we didn’t 
have a specific name. I just used 
to say, ‘I’m from around 87th and 
Stony.’ A fun thing we did when 
we were growing up was to go 
ride our bikes through this place 
called Devil’s Peak. It was by 
95th and Stony Island, right 
behind these train tracks. It was 
kind of crazy because it was one 
of the roughest paths; it was like 
being a stuntman to be able to 
ride through there on your bike. I 
definitely got hurt doing that, but 
overall you just felt like, ‘Man, I 
just rode through Devil’s Peak!’ ”

On chasing balls for 
Michael Jordan
“When I was 11, till maybe 13 
[1983–85 seasons], I was a ball 
boy for the Chicago Bulls. I came 
in on a year when they weren’t 
that great, but they had some 
cool players like Quintin Dailey, 
Ennis Whatley and Orlando 
Woolridge. But after a year, a 
man by the name of Michael 
Jordan came in. I will never 
forget seeing Jordan play a song 
in the locker room during the 
first exhibition game and the 
general manager, Rod Thorn, 
saying to him he can’t play 
music, that’s the rule. But after 
the second exhibition game they 

told him he could play whatever 
he wanted because he was that 
good. Just to be around that kind 
of transition, and getting to bond 
[with] and meet Michael Jordan 
and all those cats, was obviously 
one of the best experiences you 
could ever have in life.”

On falling in love with hip-hop
“A turning point in my life and 
career was when I started going up 
to [the University of Chicago’s 
community radio station] WHPK 
when I was, like, 15 years old, 
going on 16. First and foremost, 
that was where I heard all the hip-
hop I was getting. Growing up in 

Chicago, you weren’t biased to a 
certain coast; you could just be a 
hip-hop listener, and they played it 
all. It was JP Chill, Chilly Q and a 
guy named K-Ill when I first 
started going up there. I would ask 
them could they play my demo 
tape, and they did.”

On the best South Side eats
“I love the food in Chicago. I love 
Harold’s Chicken, Leon’s 
Barbecue, Giordano’s Pizza. But 
before I even knew Giordano’s, it 
was Rossi’s Pizza and Italian 
Fiesta—those are the authentic 
Chicago places where I was just 
always excited to get that food.”

On the city’s lasting 
influence
“Chicago shaped me, because it 
gave me a perspective of who I 
am as a person and it gave me a 
foundation. Being around 
authentic people, blue-collar 
people that have soul and are 
true, that permitted me to be that 
type of person. Chicago also just 
gave me a chance to hear music 
from all walks of life. Chicago is 
in touch with all the soul music 
that existed: In 2011 you can 
turn on the radio and feel like 
you’re listening in the ’70s. 
Chicago is just very soulful.” 
—Jake Austen

Chicago Stories

MEANT FREEDOM”
IN CHICAGO

“GROWING UP

Her earliest memories of music? “Oh, goodness, singing in church. As a little girl, I remember being asleep on my 
mama’s lap and the choir’s singing in rehearsals ’cause we were there so much, and that’s where I started singing 
at, on the South Side of Chicago, Pleasant Gift [Missionary]. I remember my first solo. It was ‘Must Jesus Bear the 
Cross Alone.’ I forgot the words to the song, and the congregation had to help me out.”

JENNIFER HUDSON, 
29, singer-actor, 
Chicago

COMMON
Grammy-winning  
hip-hop artist/actor
Avalon Park
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Chicago Stories

Beginning in the late ’40s, guitar-
playing stockyard worker 
Roebuck “Pops” Staples would 
bring his children, including 
youngest daughter Mavis, to 
South and West Side churches to 
perform gospel music as the 
Staple Singers. Though Mavis, 71 
and still a South Side resident, 
has come a long way (the group 
became R&B superstars in the 
’70s and last year she released the 
Grammy-winning, Jeff Tweedy–
produced solo album You Are 
Not Alone), she fondly recalls her 
days jumping double Dutch in 
the vacant lots near 33rd and 
Rhodes, a section of Bronzeville 

once known to residents as the 
“Dirty Thirties.”

On riding with Lou Rawls 
“I grew up on 33rd Street. My 
neighbors were Sam Cooke and 
Lou Rawls; all of us went to 
Doolittle Grammar School. When 
we lived in the ‘Dirty Thirties,’ 
I was fortunate enough to see the 
horses and wagons…the iceman, 
the coalman, the ragman. They 
would each have their own songs. 
My brother and Sam Cooke would 
work on the watermelon man’s 
wagon and they would sing a song 
like, ‘H-e-e-y-y-y watermelon here, 
get your red, ripe, juicy 
watermelon, man.’ ”

On sneaking peeks of 
the blues
“Then we moved to the West 
Side, 14th and Ashland. Over by 
Maxwell Street is where we 
would go shopping and get 
Polish sausages and pork chop 

sandwiches—
all of that’s 
gone now. My 
sisters and my 
brother and I, 
we would sneak 
down to 12th 
Street and peep 
in the cracks 

and see the blues singers at the 
club [most likely Club Zanzibar]. 
We could actually peep through 
certain cracks in the door and 
you’d see Muddy Waters and 
Howlin’ Wolf and those guys. 
Pops didn’t have secular music 
in the home—we couldn’t even 
have cards in the house—so 
peeking in that club was the first 
time I heard the blues.”

On purse-tossing 
church ladies
“My good times were in church 
seeing gospel singers that came 
in town, like the Blind Boys, 
Dixie Hummingbirds, the Davis 
Sisters—I remember noticing 
Ruth Davis had a heavy voice 
like me. If it was a package, three 
or four groups, churches would 
have it at DuSable High School. 
I would love to see the church 
ladies jump up and shout; when 
they got happy, sometimes they 
would throw their pocketbooks!”

On the Bible as backup
“When we started playing, the 
ministers wouldn’t let Pops in some 
of their churches with his guitar, 
and he had to show them in the Bible 
where it says, ‘Praise Him with 
strings’ so they had to back off. It 
used to be that the church would 
raise an offering and you would split 
the offering with the minister; I 
think the very first money we made 
was $7. When we started making 
records, we were what was called 
professional singers, so they would 
sell tickets to see us. Chicago was 
good for what we did because of all 
of the churches—storefront 
churches, big churches—Chicago 
had more churches than anyplace!”

On the world’s best music city
“I consider Chicago the best music 
city in the world because we have it 
all. Chicago is the home of the 
blues, the home of gospel…we had 
the Caravans, the Soul Stirrers! For 
R&B we had Curtis Mayfield, the 
Chi-Lites. People come from 
Europe, from all over, going down 
to Buddy Guy’s, hearing music at 
Millennium Park. We have folk 
singers, we even have country 
singers…you can go over to 
FitzGerald’s and hear any kind of 
music, you can’t beat it! Chicago is 
the music city.”—JA

When you’re named after your 
dad’s restaurant (R.J. Grunt’s, 
Lettuce Entertain You 
founder Rich Melman’s first 
LEYE eatery, predates his son 
R.J. by eight years), you either 
embrace the food biz or run 
screaming into a cubicle. 
Fortunately, Winnetka native 
R.J., top photo, with younger 
brother Jerrod, chose the 
former. The New Trier grads, 

now 31 and 28, run River North’s Hub 51 and 
bustling new French bistro Paris Club.  

She was just a few years old when her family left Chicago; did she remember anything about the city? “Oh, yes. I used 
to sit on this little stoop on Kedzie—we lived right near Logan Square. I used to sit there and wait for the iceman to 
come; they still had horse-drawn wagons. It was ’49 or ’48. And I remember an organ grinder who had a monkey, and 
people would give him pennies.”

PATTI SMITH, 
64, singer-writer, 
Logan Square

MAVIS STAPLES
Gospel giant 
Bronzeville and 
Maxwell Street

R.J. AND JERROD 
MELMAN 
Restaurateurs
Winnetka 
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Tony Award–
winning 
choreographer 
Lubovitch, 68, 
is founder and 
director of Lar 

Lubovitch Dance Company in 
New York, as well as cofounder 
of the Chicago Dancing 
Festival, taking place August 
23–27. This summer, he’ll be 
awarded the coveted Dance/
USA Honor Award, but in the 
meantime, the Senn High 
School grad recalls playing a 
corpse for the great Ruth Page, 
and a haunting Maxwell 
Street image.  

On his early cultural 
memories
“Growing up in Chicago meant 
freedom…. My friends and I 
used to go downtown to the 
Chicago Theatre, because there 
was a stage show between the 

movies. I remember seeing Desi 
Arnaz and his Cuban band 
playing. The first time I ever 
saw dance [was the Ruth Page 
Chicago Opera Ballet] when I 
was a teenager: I was a regular 
super [nonspeaking actor] for 
the [Lyric] Opera. I held spears 
and was carted off in a wagon 
as one of a bunch of corpses.” 

On a bizarre and haunting 
image on Maxwell Street
“When I was very young, I lived 
on Maxwell Street. One night in 
the depth of an incredibly cold 
and bitter winter, there was a 
huge fire across the street at 
Woolworth’s. We watched it 
from our windows. 
When we woke up 
in the morning, all 
the gushes of 
water that the fire 
department had 
thrown on the 
building had 
frozen and 
funnels of water 
were coming out 
of the windows. 
Inside these 
frozen 
waterfalls 
were all the 
little articles 

that were sold in the dime store: 
little tubes of lipstick, toys, 
pencils, crayons, everything you 
could imagine. It was an 
incredible visual moment.”

On seeing art in Chicago’s 
skyline
“From a very early age I was 
aware that architecture was a 
very important keynote. I 
started looking up at buildings 
that were surrounding me and 
developed an eye very early on. 
Living in Chicago taught me to 
see. Everything I know about 
art, about seeing, about creation, 
I learned by growing up in 
Chicago.”—Vicki Crain 

R.J. I remember the opening of Tucci Milan 
[in 1989] really well. 
Jerrod Our mom would put us in the 
station wagon and we would come down 
[for openings]. “This is what Dad’s doing. 
We have to support Dad.”
R.J. We were just a regular family at a table.
Jerrod I remember coming out of [now-
shuttered LEYE crab shack] Bub City, 
across from Joe’s on Weed Street, and 
seeing my first hooker. I think I was ten. I 
haven’t seen a lot of hookers since then, in 
fairness. But I was with a friend, and 
somehow we just knew [it was a hooker]. There 
was nothing over there. It’s not like Crate and 
Barrel was across the street [back then].
R.J. There were definitely times when we didn’t 
like the food.
Jerrod When we went to the Tucci Milan opening, 
I don’t know if my dad and I weren’t getting along 
that day, but I was determined not to like anything. 
I was 7 or 8. You had to fill out a comment card, 

“How did you like your main course? 
How did you like your appetizers?” I let my dad 
have it. He has it framed in his office.
R.J. I think the city is better today than it was 
then. The mayor has done so much.
Jerrod But when I drive by where Bub City was, 
I still think about it. 
R.J. We wish it were still open.
—Marissa Conrad

With multiple mix-
tapes and two well-
received albums under 
his belt, including last 
year’s El Che, hip-hop 
artist Rhymefest, 33, 

made his fi rst foray into politics with a 
run for 20th Ward alderman in 
February’s election. He made it to the 
runoff but conceded earlier this month 
and is now back in the studio, working on 
a new album. The South Shore High 
School grad looks back on some of his 
biggest early infl uences, including a 
Wicker Park artists’ loft and the Regal 
Theater talent shows where he cut his 
teeth as a rapper.  

On missing the Point
“I used to go to a place called the Point 
[at Lake Shore Drive]…where they 
would have artists programs for young 
up-and-coming rappers, and they let 
the young people come in and break-
dance and do our music.” 

On lofty ideals
“The fi rst cultural institution I attended 
was created by a guy named Billy 
[‘Upski’] Wimsatt. He had an artist 
village called Vision Village [loft in 
Wicker Park in the mid-’90s], and it 
was set up so young people from 
around the city could attend and 
express ourselves. It doesn’t exist 
anymore but it…had a major impact on 
my life, as well as a small literary club 
called Literary Explosion that was 
on Damen.”

On staging his talents
“When I was coming up, they used to 
have monthly talent shows at the Regal 
Theater [on 79th Street near Stony 
Island Avenue], which I don’t believe they 
do anymore, but that was the fi rst time 
as an artist I was able to really express 
myself to a large group of people.” 

On a musical Wonder
“I used to work for a company called 
Andy Frain [Services], and one of the 
fi rst performances I ever saw was a 
concert, Stevie Wonder, at 12 years old 
as an usher. It was amazing.”
—Martina Sheehan

CHE “RHYMEFEST” 
SMITH

Hip-hop artist/
aspiring politico
Washington Park

KATHY GRIFFIN, 
50, comedian, 
Oak Park

When asked whether she was speaking from her home in L.A., she 
replied, “Yes, I’m at my palatial estate. My house is so nice it’s almost 
Kenilworth-worthy—’cause when I was growing up, that was the place 
to dream to have a home.”

 I remember the opening of Tucci Milan 

somehow we just knew [it was a hooker]. There “How did you like your main course? 

Jerrod Melman, left, 
4, and brother R.J., 8, 
in 1987

LAR LUBOVITCH 
Choreographer 
Maxwell Street, 
Albany Park, 
Rogers Park 

from our windows. 
When we woke up 
in the morning, all 

water that the fire 
department had 

funnels of water 
were coming out 
of the windows. 

When asked whether she was speaking from her home in L.A., she 

Lubovitch on 
Maxwell Street 

circa 1953
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Chicago Stories

From the meticulous 
reimagining of 1930s Lincoln 
Avenue in Public Enemies to 
Wabash Avenue’s instantly 
recognizable labyrinth of Rat 
Alley fire escapes in the opening 
scene of Thief, Mann’s films 
could only have been made by a 
Chicagoan. The writer/director/
producer, 68, who’s also known 
for the Miami Vice TV series 
(and movie), says his childhood 
in Humboldt Park, and later 
Ravenswood, shaped everything 
from his choice of films to their 
gritty urban feel. Mann recently 
directed the pilot and serves as 
executive producer for the HBO 
original series Luck, premiering 
in late 2011 or early 2012.

On how his Chicago childhood 
infl uenced his aesthetic
“It gave me an appreciation for the 
architecture of steel bridges, of 
industrial wastelands, the beauty 
of formalistic architecture, the 
alleyscapes of downtown. The fire 
escape is the first frame of Thief, 
my first movie. It’s not by accident 
that that’s how I wanted to open 
that movie. Tilting down through 
all the fire escapes, descending into 
the depths of the city in a place we 
called Rat Alley [just east of 
Wabash and south of Adams]—
because it had gigantic rats in it—
was for me, how to discover 
[safecracker] Frank in his world.” 

On the inspiration for telling 
John Dillinger’s story
“I was probably drawn to [Public 
Enemies] because I don’t know how 
many times we passed the Biograph 
and my folks said, ‘That’s where 
they killed John Dillinger.’ Then in 
1970, I was living in that 
neighborhood with a girl I met who 
became—and still is—my wife. The 
Biograph, at that time, was our 

theater. We’d go there to see films all 
the time and then ate at the coffee 
shop on the corner of Lincoln and 
Armitage. You can drive through 
the streets and…they would look 
exactly the same. So it was very 
easy to evoke in your imagination 
what it is to have been John Dillinger 
in those moments, those years back 
and feel the world of 1933 all around 
you. My mother lived around there, 
and she worked in the World’s Fair 
of 1933. I grew up in that area, too. 
So I was drawn to it.”

On the city’s lasting visceral 
impressions
“[The setting of Public Enemies] was 
something that I could vividly 
recall—what the world might have 
looked like. My grandparents lived 
on Oakley and Potomac—down 
near Wicker Park. As a four- or five-
year-old, I remember the patterns 
that passing headlights would 
make on the very high ceilings—
because all those places had very 
high ceilings. It felt like that world 
was alive to me. I suppose if I had 
grown up in Southern California, the 

verisimilitude of 1930s Chicago 
would have to have been acquired. 
For me, it was somewhat native.” 

On his fi rst memorable movie
“The first movie that ever made an 
impression on me was The Last of 
the Mohicans. I saw it in the 
basement of a church on Pierce 
Avenue…one block west of Kedzie. 
This probably was 1946 or ’47, and 
it was a bad 60mm print with a 
noisy projector. So maybe I was four 
years old or five years old. And then 
a thought occurred to me in 1989: 
This movie’s been rattling around in 
my brain my whole life—why don’t 
I go do Last of the Mohicans? I 
remember vividly a certain sense of 
tragedy and I didn’t recall what it 
was until I went back to the movie—
it was the death of Alice and Uncas. 
She committed suicide. I also 
remember the look of the 
Northeastern Woodlands Indians. 
The formality of English uniforms 
in juxtaposition with that—I 
realized it had all been floating 
around in my imagination for 
years.”—MS

Through his small press and 
quarterly magazine, 
McSweeney’s—and his 2000 
memoir A Heartbreaking Work 
of Staggering Genius—Eggers, 
41, changed the landscape of 

literary publishing, creating an influential 
humorous and inventive style. He also founded 
826 National, a nonprofit writing center for kids 
in eight cities, and most recently cofounded a 
school in South Sudan with the profits from 
What Is the What, his book about the country’s 
“Lost Boys.” He now lives in San Francisco with 
his wife, novelist Vendela Vida, but he hasn’t 
forgotten dreary frozen Lake Michigan or 
Chicago sports teams’ heartbreaking, 
staggering letdowns. 

What was it like growing up in Lake Forest?
It was pretty uneventful. There were trees, 
lawns, parks and the beach. We went to public 

Growing up in south suburban Dolton, was she in a show choir like the one in Glee? “We didn’t have a show choir, but we had 
six or seven choirs. I was in one of them every year. The biggest choir was called Chorale; the best singers in the school were 
in that. That was a huge coup for me. We were off in this building called A Building. They kind of pushed us off into another 
part of the school, so we weren’t held up for ridicule the way the poor Glee kids are.”

JANE LYNCH,
50, actor, 
Dolton

MICHAEL MANN
Director/writer/
producer
Humboldt Park and 
Ravenswood

DAVE EGGERS 
Author/mentor
Lake Forest 
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school, we ate at Burger 
King and went to 
7-Eleven. We really had 
no idea that it was 
considered a fancy 
place to live—not until 
Mr. T arrived. Then 
we thought we were 
pretty cool.

As kids, what did 
you and your 
friends do for fun?
We spent a lot of time 
in the ravines and on 
the lake. I remember 
going to the 
waterfront just as often in the winter 
as the summer. I was a moody adolescent and the 
gray frozen lake spoke to me, I guess. 

What was the fi rst cultural institution you 
remember attending?
In middle school, Ravinia was pretty much the 
ultimate cultural and social experience. One night 
every summer Ravinia would have a rock & roll 
concert, and it was usually the Little River Band. 
That was our Woodstock.

What’s the best and worst thing 
about growing up here? 
When I was 15, the Bears won the Super Bowl. A 
few years later, the Bulls started their streak, and 
the Blackhawks were good most of that time, too. 
It was a good time to live in Chicago. The worst 
thing, if we’re sticking with sports, was 
watching the breakup of those Bears and those 
Bulls. Pippen, my favorite player, was never the 
same.—MS

Emanuel—you 
might know him 
as Chicago’s 
mayor-elect—
grew up with two 
brothers on 

Buena Avenue in Uptown before 
moving to the suburbs and, 
eventually, to Washington, D.C., 
where he’s held jobs as a 
congressman and, of course, 
President Obama’s chief of 
staff. Although the 51-year-old 
now calls Ravenswood Manor 
home, in his younger years, you 
were far more likely to fi nd him 
innocently sipping a milkshake 
at Woolworth’s on State 
Street—or (somewhat less 
innocently) sipping an 
ambiguous blue drink at his 
mother’s rock club.

On birthday treats
“On our birthdays when we were 
growing up, you got out of school 
and you went down to Marshall 
Field’s and you went to have 
lunch on the seventh fl oor, at the 
Walnut Room. Then you walked 
across the street to the 
Woolworth’s that was on State 
Street to visit [my great-aunt]. 
Now, we called her Aunt Gitti—
her name was Gertrude—she 
was one of the original family 
members on my mother’s side of 
the family that came to America 
[from Ukraine].… [We’d] visit 
Aunt Gitti at the [soda] counter at 
Woolworth’s…where she worked 
for 15, 20 years.”

On his mother’s club
“[My mom owned a club] called 
the Daisy Patch [in Edgewater]. 
It was a club where aspiring 
bands would play. I used to go 
Friday nights with my mom. I 
used to get the blue drink, 
whatever the hell was in that 
blue drink—I think they just put 
sugar, water and some coloring. 
And I thought I was really cool. 
I’m talking about second grade, 
third grade. I’d be home by 9 
o’clock. My mother would have 
my uncle take me home.”
—David Tamarkin

A Far Northwest 
Side native who 
fell in with the 
“greasers” at Taft 
High School in the 
late ’50s, Jacobs, 

68, was also a teen musician. In 
1963, three years after graduating, 
he met Warren Casey; the two 
eventually wrote one of the most 
successful musicals of all time: 
Grease, a show drawn from 
Jacobs’s Taft days. It premiered 
here in 1971; the Broadway 
version and megahit Hollywood 
adaptation are drastically cleaned 
up compared to the original 
production, which is being 
re-created, with Jacobs’s help, at 
American Theater Company (now 
in previews, see Theater).

How often have you been 
back to your old high school?
I’ve been back there a million 
times. They’ve done [Grease] at 
Taft, and they also had us visit 
when various national tours were 
in town. I had Frankie Avalon 
there; we did the world’s largest 
hand-jive contest. Back in ’73, 
Travolta was there when he was in 
the touring company. He was 17, 
18 years old. He wasn’t even 
playing the lead; he was playing 
[Danny sidekick] Doody.

What was one of your 
greaser hangouts when you 
were at Taft?
Parse’s hot-dog 
stand on Higgins 
Road. It’s still 
there. The old guy, 
he’s still alive. 
Man, we used to 
give that guy hell. 
He denies it all 
nowadays: “They 
were a good bunch 
of kids.” But he’d 
come out with a bat 

and say, “You bastards, get off 
my roof!”

What’s your earliest memory 
of a Chicago sports event? 
Going to Wrigley Field and seeing 
the Cubs play the Brooklyn 
Dodgers. Jackie Robinson was on 
the Dodgers; he had just broken 
the color barrier in baseball. 
Wrigley Field was filled with just 
as many black fans as white fans, 
and they were all screaming and 
cheering for the Dodgers. The 
Cubs got their ass handed to them, 
13–4. I still remember the score!
—Web Behrens

CHI MCBRIDE, 
49, actor, 
West Side

What did he recall from growing up on the West Side? “Just trying to stay out of 
trouble and avoid the wrong crowd. You hear about South Central Los Angeles, 
but there are places in Chicago that make Compton look like Disneyland.”

JIM JACOBS 
Grease writer/
composer
 Norwood Park

RAHM EMANUEL
Chicago mayor-elect
Uptown and Wilmette

come out with a bat 

Jacobs at Foster 
Beach in 1962

school, we ate at Burger 

7-Eleven. We really had 

place to live—not until 

friends do for fun?

waterfront just as often in the winter 
as the summer. I was a moody adolescent and the What’s the best and worst thing 

Eggers (front row, second 
from left) with his Cub 

Scout troop in 1979 
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“Savage Love,” the sex column 
known as much for its searingly 
witty, forthright delivery as for its 
solid advice, is the brainchild of 
Dan Savage, 46, a Rogers Park 
native. Savage recently launched 
the It Gets Better video campaign, 
as well as a book of the same name 
(Dutton Adult, $21.95), that 
features more than 10,000 
messages of encouragement and 
support for LGBT youth. 

What was it like going to 
Quigley Prep downtown?
It was fun! The Viagra Triangle 
wasn’t quite the Viagra Triangle 
yet. It was a bit more tawdry. There 
were strip clubs and dirty 
bookstores across the street from 
Quigley that we were forbidden to 
go to. [Laughs] What I loved most 
about it is taking the El everywhere 
and becoming very independent. If 
I wanted to go to a movie or a 
museum, I would march out of the 
house and take the El. 

Are there any places you went 
to as a kid that you miss?
A lot of my cultural experiences as a 
kid and teenager were in art-house 
movie theaters…the Varsity…in 
Evanston…the Adelphi on Clark. 
I miss the Granada [on Sheridan]. 

Me and my arty-farty, teen fag 
friends, we’d go see Caligula one 
weekend and then go see Citizen 
Kane the next weekend, and that’s 
a real education. There’s one still on 
Southport that I still go to, the 
Music Box, but there were, like, 
half a dozen of them. We lived in 
them. It’s sad that they’re mostly 
gone…. I was also at the nightclub 
Berlin when it opened. I was 
friends with a bartender. I guess 
the owners might not be the 
same, so they won’t get in 
trouble, but yeah, I think I was 
still in high school. 

What about Chicago has 
changed the least since you 
were a kid?
I never learned how to drive, 
never got my driver’s license. 

The lakefront [by bike] was 
how I got everywhere. So 

coming around the 
bend where the John 
Hancock Tower 
appears in the 
distance at 
Fullerton, it’s like 
my heart explodes. 
Then at one point on 

the rocks over on 
Fullerton, somebody 

painted one of those mud-
flap girls into the rocks, 
you know, the girl leaned 
back with her tits out, and 
I’ve been looking at that 
since I was 12 years old. 
[Laughs] It’s like an 
establishment. Every time, 
I think, Okay, she’s still 
there? We’re good.

What do you think it 
means to be a 
Chicagoan?
It means you’re not afraid of 
Rahm Emanuel. It means 
you’re not afraid of different 
kinds of people, to share 
Chicago with all different 
types. Really, it just means 
you’re not afraid. Even 
when we were there for 
white flight in the late-’70s, 
my family never left. My 
family has lived in the same 
house in Rogers Park in a 
two-flat apartment building 
since 1917 and we never left. 
I remember everyone who 

fled, those of us who stayed 
behind said, “Good riddance, 
you’re cowards.”

Do you have any other 
memories of Chicago?
I once called Mike Royko because 
there was a video arcade on Rush 
by Quigley, and the video games 
one day had all been programmed 
so that when it went to “I’m waiting 
for another sucker to pump a 
quarter in me” mode, they would 
start flashing JUST SAY NO TO DRUGS 
messages. And I thought that was 
incredibly insidious or Orwellian. 
I must’ve been 14 or 15 years old, 
and I called Mike Royko to say, Look 
at this, I think this is terrible. And he 
said, “That’s stupid” and hung up 
on me. [Laughs] From one Chicago 
columnist to another!—MS

Chicago Stories

 DAN SAVAGE 
“Savage Love” 
syndicated 
columnist/author 
Rogers Park 

Researching her role as Chicago’s police superintendent in The Chicago Code, Beals took ride-alongs with detectives. “It 
was not the fi rst time I’ve seen someone shot… [Laughs] …unfortunately.” When was the fi rst time? “In my neighborhood 
on the South Side of Chicago.… It was a pretty decent neighborhood [at 82nd Street and Indiana Avenue], but there were 
things that happened.”

JENNIFER BEALS, 
47, actor, 
Chicago
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Lysacek at the 
2006 U.S. 
Championships in 
St. Louis

When then-12-
year-old Sohn 
and his mother 
moved from 
Deerfield to a 
Gold Coast 

high-rise in 1973, the future 
owner of Hot Doug’s (3324 N 
California Ave, 773-279-9550) 
found downtown Chicago to be 
the perfect playground. The 
Latin School graduate, 49, went 
on to open his wildly popular 
“encased meat emporium” in 
2001, known as much for its 
perpetual crowds lined up 
outside as its haute takes on 
hot dogs.

Did you come out of high 
school on a path toward 
the culinary world?
Not even close. Growing up, 
I don’t even recall ever having 
fresh vegetables. On Sunday 
nights we ordered Chinese like 

all good Jews 
should. Part of it 
was Chicago didn’t 
have the diversity 
in restaurants that 
it has now. 
Molecular 
gastronomy was 
the spinning 
salad bowl at the 
Blackhawk 
[restaurant].

Which hot-dog 
stands do you 
remember?
One place, Five 
Faces [Ice 
Cream Shop], is 
still on Division 
Street. The 
other was 
called Tony’s; 
it was on 
Broadway. I remember you’d 
get the miniature brown grocery 
sack filled with fries and it’d be 
just soaked in grease. And the 
fries were great.  

How have those memories 
informed what you do at 
Hot Doug’s?
I think a lot…. When people 

refer to us as 
this gourmet place, I kind of 
dispute that. The crux of the 
place is the stuff on the walls. 
The colors. The menu. The 
impetus was…much more a 
throwback to a big bag of fries 
and a good Chicago hot dog in 
this fun, kinda divey 
atmosphere.—Rod O’Connor

LIZ PHAIR, 
44, musician, 
Winnetka

Phair penned the score for the 2008 CBS drama Swingtown, set in the North 
Shore. Did she recall Winnetka as swinging in the ’70s? “Not at all. I’m laughing 
now because all the housewives are talking, they’re like, ‘Oh, yeah, we knew about 
[swinging].’ It seemed to me like a very prudish place, so I’m very surprised.”

 DOUG SOHN 
Hot Doug’s owner
Gold Coast 

Years before her 
signature 
Chocolate #1 
dessert 
introduced us to 
the combined 

powers of cocoa, caramel and 
housemade pretzel, 
HotChocolate pastry chef/owner 
Segal was sweet on a few other 
things: vintage clothes, dance 
clubs and alt-rock tunes. Born in 
Skokie and raised in Highland 
Park, Segal moved to Chicago 
proper in 1986, when she was 
19. For the record: She may not 
rave at Neo anymore, but she’ll 
forever rave about REM.

“I always felt like a fi sh out of 
water when I lived in Highland 
Park. As soon as I was able to 
drive, I would come to the city all 
the time. Even after school, I 
would get in my car and go.… 
I was sort of one of those kooky 
kids and I was really into thrift 
shops. There was this huge one 
on Clark right by Foster. I think 
the name of the man who owned 
it was Gus. If you knew him, he 
would let you go downstairs, and 
downstairs was this huge 
warehouse of incredible, 
incredible stuff. Cashmere 
sweaters, overcoats, 
leather jackets. 

“…I had a fake ID so I could go 
to [Wrigleyville reggae club] Wild 
Hare and blues bars…. I used to 
love to go to Club 952 [Club 950, 
now closed]—I think that’s what 
it was called. I’m so old I don’t 
remember anything. I loved 
[goth/punk/new wave club] Neo 
back in the day. It was fi lled with 
lots of artists and cool people 
who were really into the dancing 
and the music. If you did that 
dance circuit, you would meet 
the same people [every week]. 
Monday was Neo—ladies’ night. 
Tuesday was Exit. Wednesday 
was Smart Bar because it was 
ladies’ night there. Clubs are 
different now. The people have 
changed. The ’80s were the most 
fun time to go.”—MC

MINDY SEGAL
 Ace pastry chef

Skokie and
Highland Park 

was Chicago didn’t 
have the diversity 
in restaurants that 

Broadway. I remember you’d refer to us as 

 EVAN LYSACEK
Olympic gold medalist
Naperville 

Aspiring Olympic athletes don’t 
have normal childhoods. But 
Naperville native Lysacek, 25, 
found time for fun in between 
grueling training sessions at ice 
rinks throughout the West and 

Northwest Suburbs. He credits 
his Chicago-area training with 
providing him the discipline 
to win the gold—which he did 
at last year’s Olympic Winter 
Games in Vancouver—as 
well as his lasting love of 
cheesecake. Now an L.A. 
resident, Lysacek is on tour 
with Smucker’s Stars on Ice.

Any places you 
remember skating, 
other than for 
training?
I remember going to 
Skate on State [now 
Block 37], across the 
street from the 
Marshall Field’s 
windows. That’s a 

great family memory. And 
then going to Ed Debevic’s or 
to Rosebud. 

Any other food 
memories?
We always loved Eli’s [the 
Place for Steak]. I still love the 
cheesecake. The [owners] are 
good friends of mine, so they 
send me cheesecakes when I’m 
on the road. It’s a nice surprise 
to get a cheesecake every once 
in a while. 

What’s the best thing 
about growing up in the 
Chicago area?
Number one, Chicago gave me 
the resources I needed to 
develop my skills. There are 
lots of ice rinks and amazing 
training facilities. And 
Chicago has a lot of great 
skating clubs. I still skate for 
the DuPage Figure Skating 
Club.—RO

Sohn and his 
grandmother 
at the corner 
of Howard 
and Western 
circa 1965
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Chicago Stories

Poet and author Dybek often 
conjures powerful sights, sounds 
and feelings remembered from his 
childhood on the Near South Side, 
expertly weaving those memories 
into stories such as Coast of 
Chicago, Childhood and Other 
Neighborhoods and more recently, 
I Sailed with Magellan. The 
MacArthur Fellow, New Yorker 
contributor and Northwestern 
prof, 69, continues the Chicago 
theme with “VIADUCT,” a piece 
recalling the urban explorations 
of his childhood that he wrote 
exclusively for this issue.

 STUART DYBEK
Poet/author
Pilsen and Little Village 

BOB ODENKIRK, 
48, actor, 
Naperville

Breaking Bad, in which Odenkirk stars as sleazy lawyer Saul Goodman, concerns a meth lab; what was the drug 
of choice in Naperville? “This was pre-meth, thank God. Holy cow, meth is horrible. That would’ve been pot, but I 
didn’t smoke pot in—uh, wait a second, I did smoke pot in Naperville. All I got was a headache.”

and feelings remembered from his 

and more recently, 

There’s a scene in “Blight,” an autobiographical story I wrote long ago, in which four guys from a would-be rock band practice their soul shouts in the echo chamber of a viaduct. The story doesn’t mention that if there’s a train overhead—tons of engine, boxcars, a caboose, rumbling, rocking, screeching, shaking the sidewalk with a multiplicity of rhythmic beats—then all the better for the song.  This isn’t the first time I’ve written about viaducts. They’ve fascinated me since I was a kid growing up in Little Village. Their gaping, murky presence is a defining feature of the streetscape of the city that remains the largest railroad hub in the country. 
 Viaduct sounds like Latin, and one might imagine Chicago with its viaducts, like Gaul with its aqueducts, as a once-distant outpost of the Roman Empire. Yet, the word viaduct, like two companion cityscape words, gangway and alley, is right out of the Chicago lexicon. Each is a thoroughfare of shadow. Any kid who grew up on the industrial Southwest Side knows, each is a synonym for escape route. I had secret shortcuts that connected gangways, alleys and viaducts into a kind of labyrinth through which, invisible, I’d thread my way behind the streets. Come summer, when fire pumps gushed open, my friends and I would wait for the thunderstorms that flooded viaducts. Half-boy/half-bicycle, we’d ford through the underpass at 26th Street and head south, working up the head of speed necessary to pedal through viaducts swirling with water deep enough to stall cars. Sometimes semis, their diesel horns amplified in the echo tunnel, would barrel by, spraying sheets of grimy water. Take it on faith that for 11-year-old boys those were grand you-hadda-be-there moments.  But the coolness a viaduct afforded in summer was clammy, acrid with urine and rust, the must of broken liquor bottles and crumbling infrastructure. Even when they weren’t flooded we’d pedal through fast. People still regard viaducts as places where apparitions might occur. Back then, it seemed natural to entertain the urban legends about haunted viaducts. There were rumors about a homeless spirit of a homeless man found frozen to death one winter, or the bloodied ghost of the victim of a mugging, or of a teenager from the wrong neighborhood who hadn’t taken the graffiti seriously. The summer before seventh grade, we’d seek out viaducts to pedal through at night, as if we were running a gauntlet of ghosts. When we’d see the broken bulbs flicker or feel the bone-chill of a ’haint, our yells would echo through the tunnel, and we’d pump like crazy to get to the moon waiting on the other side. The longest ride was the .27 miles of eternal night in the viaduct that was just past my grandmother’s house on 17th and Damen. But the spookiest viaduct was the one at 16th and Halsted. We actually rode through in silence, and then got out of there, and never went back.  Many years later, while researching the Haymarket Riot, I learned that in 1877, that particular viaduct was the site of a massacre of unarmed working people, including women and children, who were engaged in a peaceful labor protest. The police and an army unit fresh from the Indian Wars opened fire and killed 30 people and wounded 100 there on 16th and Halsted in what came to be known as the Battle of the Viaduct. 

Viaduct at Damen Avenue 
and 16th Street
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