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             Chicago: The City That Flows 
 
 
 
 
 
 The city of Chicago was born in 1803 as Fort Dearborn along the most southwestern 

point of Lake Michigan. In a hundred years three million souls would reside in greater Chicago, 

with the number a hundred years after that hovering at 2.7 million in the city proper and many 

more millions in her ever expanding suburbs and exurbs. I was born here among this vast and 

diverse multitude in  June of 1945 and resided before my memory formed on Howe Street near 

Armitage on the near north side but found myself a few blocks east at 1941 Mohawk a couple of 

years later in a third floor flat which I remember well. And though my family moved me across 

Lake Michigan in the early 1950s, my fondest childhood and adolescent memories are of that 

city – its smells and its textures and its profluent movement -- which were cultivated during 

monthly weekend visits and summer months at the home of my favorite aunt and uncle. I 

continue to drive the hundred and seventy miles there from my current home in Michigan every 

month or two.   

 The city of Chicago flows in me. It surges in me and it swirls and it gushes and swells, it 

courses and billows and cascades. It streams inside of me even as it races alongside that 

enormous freshwater sea just off its eastern strand in an onrush of energy and vitality. Its throngs 

and its traffic and its constant, almost frenetic, building, its thrilling architecture and daring 

theater, its great museums and its beloved sports teams and its thriving neighborhoods – these are 

like my lifeblood, my sustenance. Perhaps if I resided there rather than visiting regularly I would 

have learned to take it for granted as so many Chicagoans do. So I think of myself as lucky: With 

my roots planted firmly in the Chicago milieu, I, as a Michigan transplant, can always return to 
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the milieu I love with the enthusiasm of a first-time tourist, regardless of how far out my 

branches extend. 

 This felicitous revelation occurred shortly after the opening of Chicago’s Millenium Park 

in May of 2005. (Its official opening occurred in July of ’04.) After a fine Cobb salad in the 

Walnut Room of Marshall Field’s, my wife, Joni; my ninety year old mother, who resides in the 

Belmont Harbor area; and I found ourselves strolling along the promenade leading to a new and 

most amazing sculpted space, dazzling even by Chicago standards. Mingling with the crowds  

and barely noticing the flowering lilacs and azaleas gracing the lawns beside the walk, I was 

fixated on only one thing: Ahead of me, partially hidden by a makeshift wall lined with framed 

prints, so that I couldn’t identify a coherent object behind it, rose a series of highly polished steel 

forms billowing against the  cerulean sky, and streaming out from these forms were bars of steel 

slender and gracefully curvilinear, firm but seemingly as insubstantial as flexible laser beams. 

Instantly I thought of enormous silvery scallops and frozen tangible planetary orbits, I thought of 

heavy metallic cyborgs with angel’s wings and zooming atomic haloes. 

 And then I remember thinking: That’s Chicago! 

 Forgetting for a moment Joni and my mother, I rushed past the obstructive wall and saw 

the whole thing: the stage punctuated by thick, curving struts of steel, the sculpted steel turban 

not only crowning the structure but joyfully, almost zanily blazoning not only the stage but the 

space surrounding it, shooting out elegant tubular beams of stainless steel filaments soaring and 

crisscrossing like some atomic dance frozen in time over the vast lawn prepared for future 

concertgoers. Later I discovered that this wonder is called the Jay Pritzker Pavilion and it was 

designed by, who else? – Frank Gehry. Of course! 

 And I thought: This is Chicago! 
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 I had a great aunt who clerked for fifty years at Carson, Pirie, Scott & Co. in the 

magnificent Louis Sullivan creation which I took for granted as a child, though I thought the iron 

latticework was neat. The first great building I saw being erected was the Prudential Building in 

the mid-50s, at 48 stories then the tallest of Chicago’s skyscrapers. Even as a child, I liked the 

four van der Rohe buildings being constructed on North Lake Shore Drive. And I absolutely 

marveled at the deliciously creative Marina Towers. Chicago, the birthplace of the modern 

skyscraper, has been the most architecturally daring and advanced American city for well over a 

hundred years, so it only seems right that a Frank Gehry creation so superbly takes center stage 

with this monumental expression of the city’s essence. 

 At once giving the impression of a massively powerful stabile and a playful, almost 

whimsical mobile, the pavilion reminds me of the dual nature of this city. One the one hand is its 

rock solidness, its substantiality. The neighborhoods of my youth are still there, changed little, 

just more dynamic (the other quality, which I’ll get to shortly). The old brick building owned by 

my father’s father, who lived in the first floor flat with my father’s sister and her husband (we 

lived in the third floor flat) is still as handsome as it was in the early 50s, and is outwardly 

unchanged. An aunt and uncle’s house at 1908 Mohawk is gone, but the apartment building that 

replaced it and its neighbors three decades ago fits perfectly into the neighborhood. Much of the 

St. Michael’s area in the Lincoln Park district, in fact, has been unmolested by wrecker or age, 

and walking down Cleveland and Larrabee and Sedgewick and the others is like a stroll through 

my past. The same can be said about the Diversey and Clark area, the so-called New Town, the 

neighborhood of my favorite aunt and uncle, where a walk down the residential streets and up 

the alleys is a treat not only for a one time denizen but for any tourist. One of the main 

differences between Diversey and Clark and Broadway now and fifty years ago is today’s greater 
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number of people, mostly youngish and smart looking, streaming down the sidewalks at all 

hours.     

 And so it goes with neighborhoods throughout the city. And the parks, too. Lincoln Park 

is only a bit more beautiful than my early memories, but the running, walking, and biking paths 

are much more extensive – and inviting. Joni and I love to park our minivan along the lakeshore 

at the North Avenue exit from the Outer Drive, take out our bikes, and alternately ride north to 

Foster and south beyond the park all the way to the Shedd Aquarium. The latter is our favorite 

route because it takes us along a stretch of clean beaches, through the swirling bustle of Navy 

Pier and Streeterville (a decrepit area fifty years ago but surging with excitement today) and 

along the marina that is the mooring place for thousands of watercraft of all sizes and values.  

Back in Lincoln Park, the world-class zoo is still free, a testament to the park 

commissioners over the decades and the current Zoological Society. (An American zoo: Free of 

charge!) In this park and in this zoo I spent my early childhood admiring the gorillas Bushman 

and Sinbad along with Simba the lion, the tigers and camels and Judy the Elephant. The lawns 

are still vast and lush, and the all-glass Conservatory, some of whose tropical plants probably 

witnessed my first kiss back in 1958, still appears as an enormous rock at the north end of the                    

formal gardens, where the naked bronze boys cavort around a large basin, their arms locked 

around outsized pike spewing water from their mouths into the basin. I loved that fountain when 

I was a young boy, and each time I revisit it I gain the old sense of childish delight. 

The neighborhoods, the parks, the museums. I remember riding in the back seat of my 

father’s car going south along the Outer Drive after a weekend stay with my beloved aunt and 

uncle. As we entered the straight stretch alongside Grant Park I’d look ahead to the Field 

Museum of Natural History, its east and west wings spread wide as though to embrace me. Sad 



 5

as I was to leave my relatives, I always found consolation in what I perceived as that enormous 

gray building’s warm felicity. I still take that route when leaving Chicago to return home, and  

the sight of that great gray classical edifice still gives me pause for reflection. 

So the solidity of Chicago is suggested by the stabile aspect of the Jay Pritzker Pavilion. 

The other feature, the mobile, is embodied in its tubular canopy, which points to the dynamic 

quality of the city. Earlier I compared those curved steel lines to an atomic dance frozen in time. 

I recall vividly standing on the pavilion’s threshold that first time and gazing up at that dance and 

unfreezing it and envisioning the atomic particles infinitely magnified racing outward and around 

in their predetermined paths like exuberant fans after a World Series victory.  

In other words, I think of movement, of change, of progress.  

 I think of the serpentine curves on the Outer Drive at the eastern edge of downtown and 

the curves of the El tracks around the Loop and the curves of the Dan Ryan and Kennedy 

expressways -- the movement of people, of traffic, of goods. I remember back when the 

expressways were first constructed, when the Outer Drive to Stoney Island avenue was the main 

southern route out of Chicago. I remember riding the El around the city by myself in the 

summertime of my youth, just to see the city. I’d board at Diversey Street and ride downtown 

and then to the South Side and back on one fare. At thirteen and fourteen I accompanied an uncle 

on his 20 ft. box truck delivering furniture to Goldblatt’s and Sears and other stores around the 

city, and I learned a little about the pace of Chicago’s workaday world. But at the time I didn’t 

fully appreciate or even understand what I learned about urban velocity both transportative and 

commercial. Now, almost fifty years later, I’m both blown away and energized by the pace of 

movement and the amount of change. 
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And the change is everywhere. Millenium Park, for example. With its sculptures and 

other permanent art pieces and galleries, its theaters and gardens and monuments, it’s a dynamic 

presence in the midst of a constant and yet expanding cultural milieu. Across Monroe Street to 

the south are the Art Institute, the Goodman Theater, the Petrillo Music Shell, and, across 

Jackson Street, the brilliant Buckingham Fountain. Across Michigan Avenue to the west are the 

Chicago Cultural Center and, a few blocks south, Orchestra Hall, home of the world famous 

Chicago Symphony Orchestra. 

All these venues are located in or across the street from Grant Park. To the park’s south 

and just to the west of the dazzlingly renovated Soldier Field – with its thoroughly fascinating 

and visionary, though highly controversial, admixture of contemporary jauntiness with classical 

severity – blocks of comfortable-looking condo complexes have arisen from the dismal beds of 

old train sidings. (Millenium Park itself and much of the land along Columbus Drive just to its 

east is built over old tracks as well.) To the park’s north and east, just across the Chicago River, 

high rise condominiums are rising by the score to accommodate the flood of Chicagoans into the 

core of the city. 

Though a native son who has felt a part of Chicago all my life while living most of it in 

Michigan, I share the enthusiasm of first-time tourist when navigating through Streeterville 

riverside streets to the excitement of Navy Pier, a dingy and quite ugly extension fouling up the 

view of Lake Michigan when I was young, but surging today with crowds and thriving with 

shops and cafes and commercial attractions, as well as art exhibits, musicians, other entertainers. 

The giant Ferris wheel, seen for a couple of miles north and south along the lakefront, takes me 

back momentarily to the thrills I had at Riverview Amusement Park as a child, with The Bobs 

my favorite ride, its sharp turns, steep descents, and breakneck speed providing a rush of terror 
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and titillation that I’ve tried to rediscover in roller coasters since then. Riverview’s demise left 

one hole in the city’s landscape that I still miss; but the newness and excitement of the pier in 

conjunction with all the other additions downtown makes up for that loss.  

 

 Struggling to relocate myself in time at the foot of the Pritzker Pavilion, I began the 

search for Joni and my mother in the milling throngs. My finding them after several minutes was 

accompanied by tableau as astonishing as the initial encounter with the Gehry masterpiece. They 

were standing quite still, their backs to me, gazing at a blindingly lustrous object thirty feet high 

and twice as long, elliptical in shape, with a graceful archway higher than a basketball hoop 

along the convex bottom. And in that object I saw my mother and Joni and myself in miniature 

and a field of green with the Pritzker Pavilion behind us and in the distance a line of green and 

beyond  that the deep blue sky dotted with a scattering of small white clouds. The entire image 

appeared as through a fisheye lens, and as I moved the panorama moved with me without a 

break. The work, by British artist Anish Kapoor, is called Cloud Gate, a massive stainless steel 

form, hard as granite and seamlessly smooth and ethereal as the sky it reflects. I walked slowly 

around that simple form the city moved with me, the green park and the hotels and high rise 

condos in the New East Side, the Hancock Building in the distance and the formidable line of 

Michigan Avenue buildings fronting the Loop, the traffic, of course, and the pedestrians and the 

clouds and the shadows. It was better than Riverview, better than the view from the top of the 

Sears Tower, where everything seems distant and static. It was better than that. 

It was . . .  No: It is Chicago. 

When we left some time later to take my mother to her home, the lines from a little 

inspirational ditty Joni found came to me: 
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  The sun shines  

  Not on us, but in us. 

  The river flows not past, 

  But through us.  

 

 Sometimes I’m overwhelmed at the experience of feeling a whole lifetime in a 

few art-inspired moments – another of the reasons I savor the city of my birth. 
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