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Robert Civettini, Dino Crisanti, Todd Kurtzer, and Kris Paulson

The
Wizards
of iZ

In September Kris Paulson
attended the “worldwide
launch” of an animatronic crea-

ture named iZ at the Toys “R” Us in
Times Square. Nine inches tall and
shaped like a squat bowling pin, iZ
has big wide eyes, trumpetlike ears,
three legs with disk-shaped feet (it
can balance on any one of them,
appearing to be in mid-sproing),
and—maybe most significantly—a
line-in jack for an iPod or other
music player. A store employee
showed Paulson how you could
play music through iZ, how the toy
contributes its own sound effects
and commentary, how its built-in
beats and lead and rhythm tracks
could be used to make music, how
it giggles wildly when its belly is
“tickled” or tapped rapidly.

Paulson listened politely. Then
he told the demonstrator, “Yeah,
I made that.”

Paulson is an
inventor for Big
Monster Toys, an in-
dependent toy-design firm
that occupies an 18,000-
square-foot converted
trucking garage in the
West Loop. From the
looks of the place you
might guess he was

the oldest: A toy train runs above
the main workspace on a track
suspended from the ceiling, and
the kitchen looks like a caboose.
Around the perimeter of a large,
open area enlivened by potted
palms, employees sit in brightly
colored cubicles with workbenches
that look like oversize Playskool
toys. On the outer wall of the oth-
erwise unmarked building, facing
Racine, there’s a window built to
look like a big yellow door straight
out of Toontown, with a furry pur-
ple monster peering out of it.
Once inside you can see that the
monster, a little guy reminiscent
of Sendak’s Wild Things, is bal-
anced on alphabet blocks so he
can get a better view.

Founded in 1988, Big Monster
Toys is a direct descendant of
Marvin Glass & Associates, whose

windowless company
headquarters were

at LaSalle and
Chicago. Some of the

most famous toys of the past 40
years were dreamed up by Glass’s

team: Lite-Brite, Operation,
Mousetrap, the original 

rubber puddle of vomit.
Glass, who died in 1974,
was known

By Susannah J. Felts

Meet the boys at Big Monster
Toys, birthplace of the Furby
for the iPod generation.

continued on page 20
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Keep ‘Em
Coming
So I’m reading your Letters in
the November 11 issue, and the
first four make me think I’ve
missed the train, entirely. Art is
happening, and no one’s writing
in a straight line. Then I get to
“Marina Politics”—finally some-
thing linear that I can grab on to.
Nope. The other letters were just
the warm-up acts.

When did your Letters section
become art? I feel like I’ve
missed something. I guess I have
to start paying closer attention.

Michael Darnton
Lakeview

I’m Jost
Keeeeding!
With the exception of the time
he blew the surprise ending of
Twitch of the Death Nerve, I
enjoy J.R. Jones’s reviews almost
as much as my own. That said,
there is one element to his
review of Sarah Silverman: Jesus
Is Magic [“So Funny You Could
Cry,” November 11] that needs to
be clarified. In the review he
makes a reference that the
Chicago Film Critics Association
has asked its members to “stop
snorting and laughing dismis-
sively during press screenings.” A
few months earlier another local
critic—not a member of the
group—had written a review in
which he talked about seeing a
film at a public screening and his
relief that he would not be forced
to endure the snorts, snickers,
and dismissive laughter emitted
from his lowly colleagues in the
screening room. While sending
out an e-mail to the group on an
unrelated matter, I added a
slightly sarcastic postscript in
which I reminded our members
not to do any of those things.
Unfortunately, mild sarcasm
doesn’t really translate well in e-
mail form, and since no one
seemed to have seen the original
article in the first place, the joke
basically died and was, I had
thought, long forgotten.

To be fair, Jones did contact
me in order to clarify what the
response to that original message
was. However, thanks to a time
crunch and a nasty head cold, I
didn’t get around to seeing what
he was talking about and
responding until it was presum-

ably too late. I just want it to be
known that there are no such
official restrictions on any mem-
bers of the CFCA and there never
have been. Each person is free to
laugh as much as they want
about whatever they want—as
long as it isn’t about myself, my
immediate family, or my Milla
Jovovich obsession.

Peter Sobczynski 
CFCA membership pooh-bah

For Best
Results
The one nit I would pick [re
Maurice Possley’s contention
that he was plagiarized by Amy
Fisher, Hot Type, November 11]:
Granted, ’twould have been nice
if the Trib guy had asked nicely,
but it shouldn’t matter how he
asked, especially since he was
dealing with other journalists. If
she plagiarized, they should
come clean. The best approach,
however, might have been to
have Ann Marie Lipinski write
the note. That’s what Bob Rivard
at the San Antonio Express-News
did when he ratted out Jayson
Blair after his reporter called the
plagiarism to his attention.

Jay Grelen
Maumelle, Arkansas

Reading
Between the
Lines
Dear editor,

In regards to Tony Adler’s
recent review of the Artistic
Home’s production of The
Madwoman of Chaillot [Section
2, October 28]—as a theatergoer,
I found it misleading and, as a
Jew, offensive. While Mr.
Giraudoux may have held anti-
Semitic beliefs, in no way are
they expressed within the text of
this play. One of the many rea-
sons that I have been a continued
supporter of the Artistic Home
Theater is precisely because they
choose material that is socially

responsible and morally engag-
ing. To imply that the Artistic
Home Theater’s production in
any way condones or even toler-
ates anti-Semitism is pure slan-
der and misrepresentation.

The purpose of a review is to
inform readers as to the merits
(or lack thereof ) of a given pro-
duction. If background infor-
mation on the playwright or
script helps to support this
opinion, so be it. However, Mr.
Adler’s reference to Giraudoux’s
history of anti-Semitism does
nothing to support his critique
of this production, and there-
fore is irrelevant.

Mr. Adler’s insipid inclusion
of a gratuitous anti-Semitic
quote by the playwright which
has no bearing on The
Madwoman of Chaillot, let alone
on the Artistic Home’s produc-
tion, is deceptive and irresponsi-
ble. It is not only in bad taste, it
is bad journalism.

It is no secret that, sadly,
many of the most prolific and
talented artists have expressed
anti-Semitic views in their per-
sonal life. However, we have
come to judge these artists’
works on their own merits, and
not by the views of their creators.
By Mr. Adler’s reasoning, he
would pan the works of
Tchaikovsky, T.S. Eliot,
Dostoyevsky, Hemingway, Ezra
Pound, Mark Twain, Roald Dahl,
and Chaucer, to name a few.

One can find far too many
actual instances of anti-
Semitism. To manufacture a false
instance does disservice to every-
one—especially to your reader-
ship. As an active member of the
Jewish community, I am appalled
that you would let this poor
excuse for a review go to print.

An Artistic Home Patron
Lakeview

Tony Adler replies:
Funny thing is, I honestly

didn’t know Giraudoux hated
Jews when I went to see the
Artistic Home production of The
Madwoman of Chaillot. Two ele-
ments of the play made me sus-
pect it, however. (1) His charac-
terization of the villains as
unproductive, string-pulling,

“When did
your Letters
section
become art?”
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Hot Type

By Michael Miner

The New York Times wasn’t
first or even second, but it
published the story that

mattered. The Tribune had car-
ried a short piece in September,
Time Out Chicago last May. But
when the same facts about A
Taste of Heaven showed up in
the Times on November 9 they
became a comment on the state
of the nation. 

Over dinner a couple of months
ago a friend of the Times’s Chicago
bureau chief, Jodi Wilgoren, men-
tioned a cafe-bakery in
Andersonville that had a contro-
versial sign on its door telling kids
to watch it. Some mothers were
offended and were boycotting.
Wilgoren saw possibilities. 

She and a research assistant
called the National Restaurant
Association and a woman who
runs etiquette workshops for kids.
They turned up blogs debating
the behavior of modern children.
Most of this material never saw
print, but enough of it did to give
the article a ring of universality.
For six weeks Wilgoren worked
sporadically on the story, and she
says she kept changing her mind
about what she had. One day:
“This is a wonderful story about
how we live in America.” The
next: “This is a nothing about one
small baker and a couple of peo-
ple who are upset.” 

But she stuck with it, and her
first instinct turned out to be
right. Her article was the most e-
mailed story in the paper the day
it ran, and the national media
descended on A Taste of Heaven
for their own take on what
Wilgoren had adroitly branded
“another skirmish between the
childless and the child-centered.”
Tribune columnists John Kass
and Eric Zorn wrote columns
taking owner Dan McCauley’s
side and giving their paper credit
it didn’t deserve as the place

problems at the New York Times.”
Actually, says Wilgoren, it illus-

trates a problem that happens at
every newspaper—a communica-
tions breakdown. Wilgoren never
wrote that the “retail clerk”
worked at Women & Children
First. She says that an uncertain
copy editor in New York inserted
“at the bookstore?” as a question
to be answered, and another edi-
tor assumed the answer was yes
and changed the copy without
checking with Wilgoren. “That
conversation didn’t happen, and it
should have,” she says. The article
had been edited under deadline
pressure on an election night. 

That wasn’t the only change.
The published article has a sub-
text that’s hard to miss, especial-
ly if you know the neighborhood.
For instance, one mother is quot-
ed as telling Wilgoren, “I love
people who don’t have children
who tell you how to parent.” The
copy Wilgoren sent to New York

had a line in it that cut to the
chase: it said McCauley was
childless and had a boyfriend.
“That whole thing was taken
out,” she says, “and nobody asked
me about it. Which I’m pissed off
about. It’s certainly a reasonable
subject for debate as to whether
somebody’s sexuality belongs in
the story. I’d have argued it does,
because it’s the subject of the
story. I talked to him about it,
and he was fine about it. It
would have been OK to have the
editor ask me, but not to take it
out without asking me.”

I called McCauley, who told me
he might have said he was OK
with it, but he didn’t really see
what it had to do with the issue.
“If you try to appeal to a strictly
gay audience you will not suc-
ceed in business,” he said. “My
clientele is probably 90 percent
straight and 10 percent gay. We
still have quite a few children
who come in here.” He excused

Down the street 
at Women &
Children First 
no one basked in 
the sudden 
attention, which
was the result of a
huge mistake by 
the Times.
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It’s Not the Story,
It’s How You Tell It
There were earlier stories about A Taste of Heaven’s kiddie policy, but 
it’s the New York Times version that has the nation’s undies in a bundle.

where the story originated. 
Down the street at Women &

Children First, briefly mentioned
in Wilgoren’s story, the phone
began to ring. Channel Two,
Channel Five, and Publishers
Weekly all got in touch. But no
one at the bookstore basked in
this sudden attention, which was
the result of a huge mistake by
the Times. The story said, “Many
of the Andersonville mothers who
are boycotting Mr. McCauley’s
bakery also skip story time at
Women and Children First, a
feminist bookstore, because of the
rules: children can be kicked out
for standing, talking or sipping
drinks. When a retail clerk at the
bookstore asked a woman to stop
breast-feeding last spring, ‘the
neighborhood set him straight
real fast,’ said Mary Ann Smith,
the area’s alderwoman.”

The bookstore’s anguished
owners protested, calling the
article’s errors “egregious” and
“extremely damaging” in an e-
mail to the Times. For one thing,
“Children are never ‘kicked out’
of our Storytime.” It is simply
“suggested” that parents or nan-
nies of fussy children “take them
away from the Storytime area
until the child has calmed down.”
For another thing, “We are as
pro-breast-feeding as a business
can get.” Moreover, there was no
man on staff at the time.

Alderman Smith also wrote the
paper. “I specifically declined to
provide identification of a certain
business,” she said. “Your reporter
guessed but got it wrong in her
story. Furthermore, she attributes
her erroneous guess to me! Her
attribution is wrong. I demand a
correction. Her basic story about
the neighborhood is wrong. I
demand a correction.” Then
Smith twisted the dagger: “This
seemingly small controversy is a
likely illustration of the bigger

hottype@chicagoreader.com
www.chicagoreader.com/hottype

Dan McCauley and letters of support at his cafe, A Taste of Heaven; Women & Children First owners 
Ann Christophersen and Linda Bubon



CHICAGO READER  |  NOVEMBER 18, 2005  |  SECTION ONE   5

The Straight Dope®
by Cecil Adams

A fascist plot to take over the
White House? Oh, wait, you
mean the one that allegedly
happened in 1934.

Smedley Butler’s story was nutty—hey,
even the guy’s name was nutty—which is
one reason you don’t hear much about it
today. Apart from that congressional com-
mittee you mentioned, most people at the
time didn’t take the plot seriously, and
even now we don’t know whether it was a
scam, a pipe dream promoted by a few
wealthy yo-yos, or an honest-to-Jesus con-
spiracy to overthrow the government. But
something was definitely up.

Butler was a much-decorated general
in the U.S. Marines. Outspoken, hard-
working, and unpretentious, he was
beloved by his men and influential with
veterans. After retiring from the military
in 1931, he urged Congress to accelerate
payment of a bonus for World War I vets,
many of whom were then out of work due
to the Depression.

In 1933 Butler was visited by two offi-
cials in the American Legion, the veterans’
organization, who tried to recruit him to
give a speech at an upcoming Legion con-
vention calling for the U.S. to return to the
gold standard. (FDR had recently decou-
pled the country’s money supply from gold
to boost the economy.) Butler demurred,
but one of the men, Gerald MacGuire, kept
pestering him, flashing an impressive
bankbook at one meeting, offering the
general 18 thousand-dollar bills at another,
and arranging a visit from Singer sewing
machine heir Robert Clark, who encour-
aged Butler to give the speech. Again
rebuffed, MacGuire went off to Europe on
a fact-finding trip but approached Butler
with a new scheme in 1934, saying he and
his wealthy backers would organize an
army of 500,000 veterans to make a show
of force and persuade the overworked
Roosevelt to accept the “assistance” of a
“secretary of general affairs,” who would
run the government while the president
stayed on as figurehead. The proposed
SecGenAff? Smedley Butler.

Appalled at the idea
of becoming the first
U.S. dictator, Butler
confided in jour-
nalist Paul
French, who met
with MacGuire
and confirmed
the outlines of
the plan. A
House com-
mittee got
wind of the
plot and held
hearings.
After taking
testimony
from Butler
and French, the
committee sum-
moned MacGuire, who
answered evasively. Robert Clark was
never called; testimony by his attorney
was limited to financial dealings with
MacGuire. The big names who’d been
implicated (for example, the J.P. Morgan
and du Pont interests) denied everything
or kept mum. Press coverage was dismis-
sive—Time ran a story headlined “Plot
Without Plotters.” The committee issued
a report saying Butler’s story checked
out, but few paid much attention. With
that the matter died.

Dumbfounded later commentators have
tended to ask the same question you did:
How could America ignore a potential
coup? (One plausible answer: fat cats 
controlled the press.) A more pertinent
line of inquiry is: What went on here?
The possibilities:
a Butler was lying, deluded, etc.
Nah. Browse through the testimony 
and you find that the committee did, 
as claimed, corroborate the essentials 
of the general’s story.
a A number of U.S. plutocrats really did
conspire to depose the president. It’s not
out of the question. Though the idea of a
popular revolt financed by zillionaires
seems harebrained now, it was less so in

the 1930s. In Europe jobless veterans
were a potent political force, and enlisting
respected military leaders in right-wing
schemes was a common ploy—witness
Hindenburg in Germany and, a little later,
Marshall Petain in France. The New Deal
polarized the nation; many in the mon-
eyed crowd really did fear FDR was open-
ing the door to bolshevism.
a MacGuire was a con artist. Butler him-
self wondered whether MacGuire was
using Clark’s paranoia about losing his
fortune to wheedle cash out of him.
a The plot never got further than a small
cadre of screwballs. The simplest explana-
tion in my book. Though MacGuire
dropped lots of big names, Butler had
contact with only three conspirators—
MacGuire, Clark, and the other American
Legion official who’d tagged along on the
first couple visits. Clark had a reputation
as an eccentric. MacGuire was well wired,
predicting political developments with
uncanny accuracy, but that proves little in
itself. Maybe the plotters figured if they
got Butler on board everybody else would
fall into line. Who’s to say they wouldn’t
have? Look at the bridge club’s worth of
geniuses who got us into Iraq.

I was reading a Wikipedia article about two-time Medal of Honor
winners the other day, one of whom was General Smedley Butler.
He claimed to have unmasked the “business plot,” also known as the
“White House putsch,” a scheme to install a fascist dictatorship in
the U.S. Supposedly some congressional committee confirmed
Butler’s claims. Did the “business plot” really exist? If so, how come
no one’s ever heard of it? —Brent, Urbana
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Comments, questions? Take it up with Cecil on the Straight Dope Message Board, www.straightdope.com, 
or write him at the Chicago Reader, 11 E. Illinois, Chicago 60611. Cecil’s most recent compendium of knowledge, 
Triumph of the Straight Dope, is available at bookstores everywhere.

himself to answer another call.
When he came back he
announced, “This woman on the
phone now said she’d love to
come with her children to the
bakery. She said, ‘I don’t care for
those parents who don’t seem to
want to parent their children.’”

Wilgoren had turned
McCauley into a global man of
the hour. “There were calls from
British Columbia and New
Zealand and Australia—many,
many from Toronto and
Montreal,” he told me. “I’ve got-
ten over 2,500 phone calls, and
I’ll tell you, I don’t know 2,500
people. I think a lot of people
are—I don’t want to say fed up,
but something has to be done.”

The cheery-looking sign
McCauley posted on his front
door months ago is still there. It
says, “Children of all ages have to
behave and use their indoor voic-
es when they come to A Taste of
Heaven.” The language is a little
blunter than it needs to be, and
the placement’s so low on the
door it’s at the eye level of kids too
young to read it. He’s unsparing
in his analysis of the problem:
“It’s these younger, wealthy moms
who don’t think they should be
held accountable, especially by
someone they consider the help,”
he told me. He described them to
Wilgoren as “former cheerleaders
and beauty queens.” It’s language
that doesn’t advance the peace
process, which Zorn observed in a
second column reappraising the
conflict. “The real issue,” he wrote
November 15, “seems to be one
more of style than substance.”

Kim Cavitt appeared in
Wilgoren’s story as a neighbor-
hood mother who “recalled hav-
ing coffee and a cookie one after-
noon with her boisterous 2-year-
old when ‘someone came over
and said you just need to keep
her quiet or you need to leave.’”
McCauley read that as Cavitt

claiming she’d been kicked out—
which he was sure hadn’t hap-
pened, his sign being no more
than a “very gentle reminder”
that no one who worked for him
would ever enforce so brutally.
Cavitt and McCauley wound up
on Fox News together. “I said,
‘Ma’am, I don’t think that hap-
pened,’” McCauley told me. “And
she was very dogmatic and she
said, ‘Are you calling me a liar?’
on national TV.” Later that day
Cavitt showed up at A Taste of
Heaven, which she was other-
wise boycotting, to pursue the
discussion. “That was very awk-
ward,” said McCauley.

I reached Cavitt at home. It
was hard to hear her over the
two-year-old screaming in the
background, but she set the
record straight. “Nobody kicked
me out—I just left,” she said.
“Why would I lie about some-
thing like that? I’ve tried really
hard not to say anything person-
al about him, but I don’t appreci-
ate it when I’m called a beauty
queen with a sense of entitle-
ment. That’s so far from
me. . . . My child wasn’t running.
She wasn’t screaming. She wasn’t
doing anything. My child also
does not know a stranger. She
was talking to the other patrons
showing them her cookie.”

The New York Times promptly
corrected Wilgoren’s story online
and on November 11 published a
page-two correction saying the
retail clerk didn’t work at the
bookstore. For good measure, it
also said the story had misstated
the Women & Children First pol-
icy governing story time. This
was OK with Wilgoren, though
she didn’t think it was necessary.
She told me, “I’m not sure what
the exact difference is between
asking people to leave and kick-
ing them out.” 

Story time is Wednesday at 10
continued on page 6



worlds apart. “If,” she said, “I was
a restaurateur trying to balance
the needs of customers who want
a quiet, peaceful atmosphere with
the needs of customers who want
to get out of the house with their
children—” She hesitated. “I don’t
know how I’d strike that balance.” 

McCauley had told me about a
phone call from a woman in
Alabama. “She said, ‘May I send
you a letter? I’ll need your
address.’ And she said, ‘Will you
put it up in your bakery? I want
you to put it in a pretty frame.’
She said, ‘I’m a single mom, and
I have four children, and we’re
victims of Katrina. And I want
you to know that even in this
shelter I expect them to behave.
Even in this shelter I expect
them to use their indoor voices.

6 CHICAGO READER  |  NOVEMBER 18, 2005  |  SECTION ONE

Hot Type

Even in this shelter I expect
more from my children than they
expect from theirs.” 

Time Out Chicago and the
Tribune did a story on a neigh-
borhood squabble. Despite its
bungling, the Times uncovered a
fault line in American society. 

News Bite 
a Two and a half years ago
Robert Ariail, editorial cartoon-
ist of the State in Columbia,
South Carolina, thought he was
about to be hired by the Tribune
to fill a position vacant since Jeff
MacNelly died in 2000. I
checked in with Ariail the other
day, and as far as he knows he’s

still in line for the job. But the
line’s not moving, and he’s not
holding his breath. “Your guess is
as good as mine,” said Ariail, who
hasn’t heard from editorial page
editor Bruce Dold in a year or so
and doesn’t know why.

The unfilled position is a stick
in the eye of Ariail’s profession,
and last week the Tribune
Company came at it with an 
even sharper stick. A new pub-
lisher sent from Chicago fired
the Los Angeles Times’s conser-
vative, Pulitzer-winning cartoon-
ist, Michael Ramirez. For 
balance and greater savings, he
also fired a liberal columnist,
Robert Scheer.

I first heard about this from
my sister in Pasadena, who
thought she got her money’s

continued from page 5

AM, before the doors open to
adult customers. “We’re a chil-
dren’s bookstore,” says co-owner
Ann Christophersen. “We want
children here.” She and the other
owner, Linda Bubon, sent the
Times a letter complaining that
Wilgoren’s story “trivialized an
important issue” and put their
store on the wrong side of it.
“Mothers of young children don’t
need to be told by the media how
hostile most of the world is to the
work they do. They feel it every
day, in the stores and restaurants
where they’re not welcomed, in
workplaces that penalize them
for maternity leaves or wanting
to work part-time.” 

Bubon told me A Taste of
Heaven and her bookstore are

worth from both of them. She
said the firings made her under-
stand for the first time that her
hometown paper had been
bought. The Tribune Company
took over the Times in 2000.
Surely the last thing its publisher
wants is for his world-class paper
in his world-class city to be 
perceived by the public as 
colonized. The Times can either
report to Los Angeles or it can
report to Rome. 
a Former Tribune reporter 
and Jerry Springer producer
Brenda You died last weekend,
apparently by her own hand, in
Los Angeles, where until last
year she'd been the west-coast
bureau chief for Star magazine.
She was 38 and leaves a 12-year-
old daughter.   v
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The Works

By Ben Joravsky

T he state senate’s recent
vote on Marty Cohen’s
nomination for chairman

of the Illinois Commerce
Commission shakes up more
than a few preconceptions about
party ideologies. The party of big
business took a surprisingly
strong stand for the consumer
and against deregulation. The so-
called party of the people hung
one of their own out to dry and
stabbed constituents in the back.
Confirmation hearings are often
brutal. But this vote left even
insiders shaking their heads.

What’s at stake? Let’s start with
the basics. The ICC, the state’s
chief regulatory agency, deter-
mines how much we pay for gas,
electricity, and other utilities.
Cohen, the former head of the
Citizens Utility Board, a watch-
dog group, is widely regarded as
one of the state’s most knowl-
edgeable experts on the intrica-
cies of the industry. He’s a force-
ful consumer advocate who
would have scrutinized the fine
print to protect consumers
against unwarranted rate hikes.

Currently the state is in the
midst of an energy crisis, as the
cost of electricity and gas rise
faster than many people’s ability
to pay. In 2005 gas bills rose by
more than 30 percent over the
previous winter, according to fig-
ures provided by CUB; last
February the average household
in Chicago paid about $225 in
heating. This year’s bills are

Donne Trotter—black and
Hispanic legislators from local
districts whose constituents are
most vulnerable to rate hikes.
(James Clayborne Jr., a black
senator from East Saint Louis,
also voted against Cohen.) Plenty
of white Democrats from less-
than-affluent districts voted
against Cohen as well: James
DeLeo (from the city’s northwest
side), Gary Forby (Benton),
Debbie Halvorson (Chicago
Heights), Terry Link (Lake
Bluff ), Edward Maloney (the
southwest side), George Shadid
(Pekin), John Sullivan (Quincy),
Louis Viverito (Burbank), and
Arthur Wilhelmi (Crest Hill).

Why? Most of the senators say
they were simply following the
lead of senate president Emil
Jones. Jones himself says he felt
Cohen would be biased against
big utilities—particularly
ComEd.

ComEd has been a generous
contributor to Jones’s campaign
coffers. Over the summer
ComEd CEO Frank Clark feted
Jones at a fund-raiser at his
south suburban home. “The
June 5 buffet-by-the-pool event
generated about $127,000 in
donations for Mr. Jones’ cam-
paign war chest, accounting for
14% of the Democratic leader’s
haul so far this year,” Crain’s
Chicago Business reported in
late August. “At least $78,000 of
the contributions came from
dozens of executives and board

set up an auction at which differ-
ent providers bid for the right to
sell them power. In the short
term, the company concedes,
deregulated electricity rates could
rise as much as 20 percent.
(Consumer advocates say the rate
increase could be as much as 50
percent.) But in the long run,
ComEd says, consumers will ben-
efit because competition between
bidders at the auctions would
lower the cost of electricity.

Attorney General Lisa
Madigan has strongly opposed

The Sacrifice of Marty Cohen
Did the Democrats in Springfield shoot down a good 
guy—and sell out consumers—to spite the governor?

expected to go up another 50
percent, and electricity costs are
expected to rise as well.
According to the ICC, at least
35,000 local households are
already without heat, and while
it’s illegal for the gas company to
shut it off between December 1
and April 1, come spring they’ll
undoubtedly be joined by thou-
sands more. People—especially
the poor or working class and
senior citizens on fixed
incomes—could use an advocate
at the head of the ICC. But on
November 3 the state senate
shot down Cohen’s nomination
largely on the grounds that he
was proconsumer.

“It was Alice in Wonderland,”
says Bob Vondrasek, executive
director of the South Austin
Coalition advocacy group. 

You can’t blame Cohen’s defeat
on the Republicans. The
Democrats have a senate majori-
ty. If they had simply voted along
party lines, Cohen, a nominee
tapped by a Democratic gover-
nor, would have been approved.
He even had the votes of 13
Republican senators—not bad
for a consumer advocate who
supposedly has an ax to grind. 

No, it was Democratic sena-
tors (and the senate’s lone inde-
pendent, James Meeks) who did
Cohen in. Seventeen voted
against him, among them
Jacqueline Collins, Rickey
Hendon, Emil Jones, Iris
Martinez, Tony Muñoz, and

works@chicagoreader.com

members with ComEd and par-
ent company Exelon Corp., as
well as ComEd and power indus-
try lobbyists.”

But many statehouse insiders
see the Cohen vote as a proxy in
a larger fight between
Blagojevich and ComEd over
deregulation. Earlier this year
ComEd put forth a modest pro-
posal: instead of the ICC setting
the rate it operates under, the
market should determine how
much consumers pay for electrici-
ty. Specifically, ComEd wants to

Marty Cohen, consumer advocate and rejected nominee for head of the 
Illinois Commerce Commission
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ComEd’s proposal, contending
that there aren’t enough electric-
ity providers to guarantee legiti-
mate competition in an auction.
Indeed, the largest provider of
electricity in the state is Exelon,
ComEd’s parent company. If
ComEd gets its way on deregula-
tion it might wind up holding an
auction at which its parent com-
pany is the dominant bidder.
Sounds more like a monopoly
than a market.

Governor Rod Blagojevich
stayed out of the fray until
August 31, when he jumped in
with a strongly worded letter to
the ICC’s five commissioners.
Deregulation, Blagojevich wrote,
should be allowed only when “a
competitive market will drive
down retail rates and make regu-
lation unnecessary.” But “to date,
this competition has still not yet
developed for most markets,
especially the market for resi-
dential ratepayers. Therefore, the
principles of deregulation have
not been achieved.” In the letter
Blagojevich reminded commis-
sioners that he’d appointed them
“to protect the consumer” and
that it was their job “to ensure
that rates remain just and rea-
sonable.” He warned that he’d

consider approval of ComEd’s
proposal by the ICC to be “a seri-
ous neglect of duty or gross
incompetence.” 

Blagojevich closed by vowing
to “take whatever action is neces-
sary to protect the public and
ensure that the law is followed.
Unless and until a competitive
market develops, the request for
higher rates must be rejected.”
The way folks at the ICC saw it,
he was threatening to unseat any
commissioner who voted for the
ComEd proposal. “He let us
know who appoints commission-
ers, and then he let us know that
he would take drastic action,”

says an ICC insider. “The mes-
sage was very clear.”

Three weeks after Blagojevich
wrote that letter, Ed Hurley, the
ICC chairman, resigned to take a
job in the governor’s administra-
tion. Blagojevich then tapped
Cohen to fill Hurley’s vacancy. 

“First Blagojevich writes the
letter, then he replaces Ed with
Marty, who had already come out
against the ComEd proposal—
this was high-stakes politics,”
says the ICC insider. “This is
complicated stuff, and the utili-
ties use that to their advantage.
But they can’t get away with that
with Marty. He’s been doing this
stuff for 20 years. He knows the
issues as well as ComEd’s guys.”

With Cohen on board as chair-
man, ComEd would have faced a
difficult battle over deregulation.
But then the senate torpedoed
Cohen’s nomination. “If you view
the vote on Marty in terms of
these other issues, the senators
were being used to send
Blagojevich a message: ComEd
wasn’t going down without a
fight,” says the insider.

Now, it’s understandable why a
big-business Republican or a
free-market libertarian would
allow himself to be used as a tool

in ComEd’s fight for deregula-
tion, particularly if he comes
from a district wealthy enough to
sustain soaring rate hikes. But
Jones? He represents Roseland,
an impoverished neighborhood
on the far south side. The state
doesn’t track gas shutoffs by zip
code or neighborhood, so I can’t
tell you how many of Jones’s con-
stituents are currently without
heat. But consumer activists
from CUB and other community
groups tell me Roseland has one
of the highest shutoff rates in the
city. At the very least it’s safe to
say that if you stood outside
Jones’s service office at 507 W.
111th, you’d be hard-pressed to
find any passersby who’d want
their senator voting against
Cohen because he’s tough on big
utilities.

So Jones, like the Democrats
who followed him, took a stand
his constituents would oppose—
if they knew he was taking it.
“Harold Washington is probably
turning over in his grave,” says
one high-ranking black state offi-
cial. “The only thing I can tell
you is that the black community
is asleep. If they were paying
attention they’d be raising hell
over this.”

The anti-Cohen vote has left
many south- and west-side
activists sputtering mad. “I don’t
blame any of these guys for tak-
ing ComEd’s campaign contribu-
tions—everybody takes money
from ComEd, even us,” says
South Austin’s Vondrasek, who
estimates that there are about
4,000 households without heat
in Austin. “But just because you
take their money doesn’t mean
you have to sell out.” Madeline
Talbott, executive director of the
community group Illinois
ACORN, says her organization is
spreading word of the Cohen
vote in voter registration drives
in Hendon’s district. “Heat is our
Katrina,” she says. 

Ironically, the senate’s stand
against Cohen may come back to
haunt ComEd. Blagojevich has
vowed to nominate another con-
sumer advocate to fill the ICC
chairmanship. 

“I don’t know if the senate’s
going to muster up the votes to
do again what they did to Marty,”
says Lieutenant Governor Pat
Quinn. “It’s a real shame what
happened to Marty. I believe he
would have made an outstanding
chairman. But this is only the
opening round.”   v

Emil Jones



10 CHICAGO READER  |  NOVEMBER 18, 2005  |  SECTION ONE

Chicago Antisocial

By Liz Armstrong

Until about seven months
ago I hadn’t been all that
domestic. I’ve moved a zil-

lion times in this city and never
really got in the habit of unpack-
ing all those cardboard boxes.
Each of the few times I tried to
paint it turned out hideously gar-
ish, and all the furniture I owned
came from my parents or Ikea. 

But that all changed last
spring with the arrival of
Domino, an interior style mag
from publishing gluttons Conde
Nast. Like Lucky, another CN
publication, Domino doesn’t
pretend to be better than you
and your measly salary; it just
wants to sell you stuff—stuff you
can actually find and purchase,
not the rarefied matter in fancy
fashion and interior design mag-
azines, which I also love. It’s
nasty capitalist fodder, sure, but
after I’d scoured one issue and
recklessly spent a couple pay-
checks, my friends and family,
for the first time ever, were
telling me I had a beautiful
home. So when I heard Domino
was hosting a party last Tuesday
for the new Jonathan Adler store
at Rush and Erie, I had to go.

red diamond-print blouse that
matched the sofa she posed in
front of on the magazine’s very
first cover. Only we Domino
devotees would delight in such a
tragically nerdy touch.

I shuffled my way through a
small group to check out some
cute ceramic boxes. One was
decorated with a tiny crest and
two sperms. I could barely con-
tain my excitement. “Look!” I
called to Maggie. “It’s for your
condoms!” Noticing I’d attracted
the attention of those around
me, I held my hand to the side of
my mouth and addressed the
group: “But who uses condoms
anymore, right?” 

A gaggle of women crowded
around a tall, elderly man in a
dashing red sweater, offering
him trays of drinks and gesturing
toward plates of cookies and
fruits like Vanna White. I later
learned he was retired Starcom
advertising mogul Bill Harmon. 

“Let’s do shots of tequila!” I
screeched, jumping into their
circle. Harmon looked me up
and down, eyes a-twinkle, and
boomed, “Are you Austrian?”

“No,” I said. “Why do you ask?”

“Because of your hair.” It was
styled in two pigtail braids.

“You should try one of these,” I
suggested, reaching for a butter
cookie sprinkled with powdered
sugar in the shape of a J (for
Jonathan, of course). “They’re
delicious,” I mumbled with my
mouth full, sugar dusting my
black top. Then I walked away.

The Exit is a crucial maneu-
ver at a party like this. You min-
gle—you don’t tangle—so as to
appear vivacious and well liked,
not at all as uncomfortable and
socially awkward as you might
actually feel at a private func-
tion where you don’t know any-
one but your little sister.
Getting out of a conversation
gracefully takes years to per-
fect. I’m pretty good at it, but
the fabulous and adorable
Adler and his fabulous and
adorable boyfriend, Simon
Doonan, are experts: they
dropped me twice before I even
realized it, leaving me to cheer-
fully toast them with my plastic
cup of tequila and shout my
good-bye to half-listening ears. 

Before they lost me, Adler
complimented me on my gigan-

tic belt but then told me in a
just-kidding-not-really manner
that I’m too old to wear my hair
like that. And furthermore, by
now I should be past all the run-
ning around and boozing it up
that my job entails. 

At first I was slightly stunned.
Then I realized something: the
bitter truth is exciting when a
famous person says it. Instead
of getting angry about the
insult, I was honored that Adler
took the time to direct some of
his famous inappropriateness
in my direction. Next to imita-
tion, insult is the highest form
of flattery.

Later he said that he hadn’t
really meant it. “I actually
wholeheartedly endorse age-
inappropriate style,” he said.
“However, though I believe in
boldness and inappropriateness,
I also have a bit of a yenta
streak. I want to see all cute
girls married off and happy 
and movin’ on up. . . . I’m half
bohemian and half bourgeois. 
I hope that isn’t too weird—it’s
the truth.”

A leggy young woman in wide-
open fishnets, see-through

panties, and not much else
peered down at her feet and
asked me which looked better,
the brown faux python platforms
or the bronze faux croc pumps
decorated with a sleazy little
bow. I liked the python. She went
with the croc.

She and about a dozen other
hot little things were getting
ready at the Ukrainian Village
T-shirt showroom CK Subject
Incorporated for the store’s tarty
fashion show, held at Le Passage
last Thursday night. They
slathered on Queen Helene
cocoa butter, fretting over non-
existent cellulite, changing in
and out of sheer lace panties,
pouting at themselves in the
mirror. I tried to ask reporterly
questions so I wouldn’t seem
creepy watching them. “So, you
go to UIC?” I’d start, and then
somehow the conversation
would always turn to how hot
they all looked.

I was having a great time
watching them, but there was
one problem: there was no
“fashion” in sight. The girls were
in tops only, and even those
were shrunken and cropped.
And everything was derived
from something that already
existed: T-shirts bore cheeky
takes on well-established logos
(a Rolling Stones tongue
pierced with a diamond stud or
the Levi’s tag with the word
Elvis instead, for example) and
distressed jackets by the line
Artine directly ripped off the
easy-to-mimic luxe originals
that Libertine’s been making for
a while now.

No one hates looking at sexy
models, but don’t call it a fash-
ion show. With barely any
clothes and even fewer original
ideas, this was just an excuse for
people to ogle girls in fancy
undies.   v

Adler started his career as a
campy gay potter and later
branched out into squishier
things like linens and rugs. His
love of pop and op art, psyche-
delic Victoriana, Palm Beach,
Hollywood, and country-club
chic is obvious. “Minimalism is a
bummer: be immoderate and be
happy,” he writes in his new lime
green book, My Prescription for
Anti-Depressive Living. He’s not
cautious with patterns and con-
trast and he puts stuff, stuff, stuff
everywhere. Though I admire his
grandiosity, looking at the book
too fast made me so dizzy I
almost threw up.

A page titled “Be Inappropri-
ate” has a photo of one of his
newer pieces: a porcelain vase
adorned with rows of pert titties.
“Modesty is overrated,” he writes.
“Let the world know just how
naughty you are—what do you
have to lose?”

Exactly, I thought as I entered
the store. I brought my younger
sister, Maggie, another Domino
enthusiast, along. Right away she
noticed fancy-pants LA store
owner and interior decorator
Ruthie Sommers decked out in a

Left: Jonathan Adler's perky "Georgia" vase, Adler himself, and partygoers at his new Chicago boutique. Right: a CK Subject model.
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The Immoderates
Housewares magnate Jonathan Adler gives our heroine a taste of her
own medicine. Plus: it stops being fashion when we can see your cootch.

antisocial@chicagoreader.com
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“What kind of power play is
this?” the guy wondered aloud as
the Hawks bumbled their way
through a man advantage.

For years Hawks owner Bill
Wirtz refused to pay competitive
salaries. He allowed stars like
Jeremy Roenick and Ed Belfour
to bolt for greener pastures—to
name just two of the more recent
examples in a parsimonious his-
tory going back more than 30
years to Bobby Hull. Wirtz was
one of the hardball owners who
insisted on a salary cap, and he
helped hold his fellow owners
together until he got his way. Yet
like White Sox owner Jerry
Reinsdorf, no sooner had the
labor strife ended than Wirtz
paid top dollar for the best free
agent available—in Reinsdorf ’s
case slugger Albert Belle, in
Wirtz’s goalie Nikolai
Khabibulin. But like Belle,
Khabibulin was no cure-all.
From the opening game of the
season, a loss at home in which
he was scored on five times in a
mere 24 shots, he’s been prone to
soft goals. The game before he
hadn’t lasted through the first
period. On this night, fans deri-
sively cheered each save early 
on, and the attitude toward 
the scoreless first period was 
best reflected by the guy behind
me, who said, “Well, at least 
he got through the first 15 
minutes without giving up four
goals.” The woman spent the
intermission knitting. When
Khabibulin gave up a goal late in
the second period on a low-angle
shot that probably should have
been stopped, she pronounced
him a “pansy.”

The play on the ice was as
laconic as the fans in the stands,
but after the Hawks tied the
game with a cheap goal in the
third period, both teams turned
up the intensity in an attempt to
steal a win with 20 minutes of
real work. Instead, this effort
produced overtime and the rela-
tively new development of going
four skaters per side in the extra
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The Sports Section

By Ted Cox

Iwent to a hockey game and 
a knitting circle broke out.
The roar had been replaced

by the snore.
After last year’s lockout 

cost the NHL an entire season,
the Blackhawks are back. 
A war of attrition ended with 
the players caving in to the 
owners, accepting a rollback 
of salaries and a lowball team-
by-team cap. The damage done
may never be undone.

The NHL looked overexpand-
ed even before the lockout, and
the level of play took another hit
when many of the European
stars went home. The league
planted the message “Thank You
Fans!” under the ice in its rinks,
but fans haven’t been mobbing
the United Center to accept this
chilly sentiment, which falls far
short of the required apology.
The Hawks, who once asked
their fans to “remember the
roar,” that being the roar of the
crowd at the old Chicago
Stadium, have been playing to
diminishing numbers since 
they moved into the more 
palatial, muffled UC. The crowd
at the Sunday-night game I 
saw this month wasn’t just small,
it was apathetic.

Hawks fans used to erupt at
the outset, screaming, whistling,
and clapping through the nation-
al anthem. But throughout the
first period the UC was so quiet
that even in its upper reaches
one could clearly hear the tap of
sticks on ice as players called for
passes or shouted to teammates.
The small group of wandering
drummers that used to rouse the
fans by pounding out tribal
rhythms was nowhere to be seen,
and the beer vendors seemed
abashed by the sound of their
own voices. Though the Hawks
have moved up their Sunday-
night starting time to six—
the better to entice families, 
I suppose—the charitable 
attendance count was 12,498,
and most of those seemed to be
suffering the effects of the tryp-

tophan in the Sunday supper.
The one consolation was that

for a $10 ticket, the cheapest seat
in the house, one could sit
almost anywhere in the third
tier. I settled into the second row
in the corner behind the Hawks’
net, right in front of a couple in
matching Hawks jerseys. They
knew their hockey, and they
weren’t afraid to say when it was
bad. The loss of the Europeans,
combined with injuries to
holdovers like Eric Daze, had

coach the last five years. The
bush-league aspect of the play
included centering passes that
no one was in position to receive
and behind-the-back passes to
empty stretches of ice. Despite a
new coach, the great Wayne
Gretzky, their opponents, the
Phoenix Coyotes, weren’t much
better. The league’s attempt to
open up play by expanding the
room behind the nets and allow-
ing the previously verboten two-
line pass had changed nothing.

Worth the Wait?
The Blackhawks are back, but major-league hockey isn’t.

already pressed the Hawks into
using six players who’d never
played in the NHL before 
this season. “I’ve never been to
an Admirals game until now,”
said the guy, meaning the
Norfolk Admirals, the Hawks’
minor-league affiliate. 

It was an impression under-
lined by the new coach, former
Hawks defenseman Trent
Yawney, who like many of his
players had moved up from
Norfolk, where he was head

Brent Seabrook

sports@chicagoreader.com
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five minutes to open up the play
still more. I was hoping for OT to
end in a tie, to get a first look at
the new NHL tiebreaker shoot-
out, but the Hawks won when
defenseman Brent Seabrook—
one of the first-year players—
joined a three-on-one rush up ice
and scored.

From there the Hawks went up
and down. In Saint Louis against
the archrival Blues, they actually
skated 60 minutes of good, ener-
getic hockey and won 4-2,
achieving their first winning
streak of the season. But back
home the following night they
looked spent, and they lost to
Roenick and the Los Angeles
Kings by the same 4-2 score.
Last Sunday the Hawks scored
three goals in the first period,
two of them by Mark Bell, the
previously long-haired young
phenom who at 25 now qualifies
as an elder statesman. He’d been
off to a frustrating start this sea-
son, but his first goal of the
night—redirecting the puck past
the goalie on a breakaway while
flying through the air Bobby Orr-
style after being tripped from
behind by a defender—was noth-
ing less than a reminder of how
beautiful hockey can be. The
Hawks were shaking off the rust of
a year’s idleness and beginning to
round into form; even Khabibulin
looked good in preserving the 3-1
win. It lifted the Hawks’ record 
to 7-11 as they cleared out for the
circus and set off on their annual
November road trip, and the 
fans showed signs that they 
might even miss them.

Yet the slight improvement
seemed paltry to anyone who
remembers the roaring crowd’s
intensity back in the glory days
of Bobby Hull and Stan Mikita,
Denis Savard and Al Secord. If
hockey had awakened from a
coma, that didn’t mean it wasn’t
still on its deathbed.   v
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On the Table

Chicago Needs
More Cheese
And the Grant Park
Advisory Council has 
just the thing.
By Lynn Becker

W hat’s missing from
Chicago’s cultural land-
scape? A Hollywood-style

walk of fame, according to the Grant
Park Advisory Council. It’s promoting
the idea of putting stars on the beaux
arts walkway that runs along the east
side of the Metra tracks in Grant
Park, from Balbo to 11th Street.

“When we met with the mayor he
said there are areas of the park that
need to be activated—people don’t
even know they are there,” says coun-
cil member Bob O’Neill. “You create
destinations in the park that will
bring people there. So this is a good
example of a possibility of a sidewalk
in Grant Park [bringing] more energy
to the south end. It would take what is
one of the more beautiful walkways of

Grant Park and bring people to use it.”
The idea came from Gene Martin

and Ron Renke of the Motion Picture
Hall of Fame Foundation, who told
everyone at an October 24 advisory
council meeting that they could cre-
ate a promenade of three-foot-wide
granite stars honoring Chicago’s most
prominent citizens. Renke said
there’d be room for 400 to 500 stars
and there’d be no problem coming up
with nominees—celebrities, of course,
but also Congressional Medal of
Honor winners, authors, musicians,
architects, and athletes. The price? A
mere $15,000 per star, including
installation, dedication ceremonies,
and annual maintenance.

This is just the kind of public-private
deal the Daley administration seems
to love. “There are no costs to the city
of Chicago or Grant Park, period,” said
Renke. The Park District might even
make a little money—the foundation
put a similar walk in downtown Las
Vegas, and the county gets $2,000 for
each star. The entire tab is picked up
by the honorees—or by their fans,
employers, publishers, etc. According
to Martin, a star dedicated to Sophia
Loren in a walk of fame in Palm
Springs was “funded by an unknown
gentleman—you know, ‘I’ve never met
that lady, and here’s my $15,000.’”

The foundation, which has nothing

to do with the Hollywood Walk of
Fame, got its start 13 years ago in
Palm Springs, where it has put almost
250 stars along Palm Canyon Drive,
the city’s prime shopping street, hon-
oring everyone from Marilyn Monroe
to Cheetah the chimp. The foundation
began the Las Vegas project late last
year and has signed a contract with
Branson, Missouri. It’s also apparently
negotiating with, among other cities,
Detroit, Philadelphia, Atlantic City,

and Gatlinburg, Tennessee.
The Chicago proposal was enthusias-

tically received by the council members
and local residents at the meeting. “I
think this will be a fantastic attraction,”
said one woman. Someone else sug-
gested substituting the kind of star the
city uses, with six points rather than five.

Renke told the gathering, “We’re not
too far from wrapping up that agree-
ment.” But Park District spokesperson
Jessica Maxey-Faulkner says so far the

[snip] Abstinence makes the, uh, heart grow fonder. “There is no evidence at all that telling kids not to fool
around has any more impact when the message is promoted by schools than it does when parents say the same
thing at home,” writes Arthur Caplan of the Center for Bioethics at the University of Pennsylvania at msnbc.com.
“Eleven states have tried to evaluate their abstinence-only programs and the results have been dismal.... Evaluators
of the Texas program found the same thing.... In fact, more students reported having had sex after taking an absti-
nence-only sex ed course than they did beforehand.” —Harold Henderson | hhenderson@chicagoreader.comOur Town

Wayne Newton at a walk of fame in Vegas similar to the one proposed here
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district’s only contact with the founda-
tion has been a meeting where officials
recommended that it run its proposal
past the advisory council. On
November 7 Bob O’Neill sent a letter
to Park District superintendent Tim
Mitchell saying his group endorsed the
proposal. Maxey-Faulkner says the
Park District, the alderman, various
city departments, and other communi-
ty groups now get to weigh in.

Would a walk of fame really
become a tourist destination here?
The foundation’s Palm Springs and
Vegas projects are no guide, since
they were created on streets that were
already main drags. The bigger ques-
tion is, is this really the best Chicago
can do? “It won’t be Branson in Grant
Park,” O’Neill insists. But isn’t a side-
walk with stars too generic and mun-
dane for a city known for cutting-
edge design? Wouldn’t it look dated,
even embarrassing next to the high-
tech wonders of Millennium Park?

Individual character and relevant
locations make memorials meaningful.
Think of the Haymarket memorial,
which marks the site of the 1886 riot, or
the Merchant’s Hall of Fame, which
consists of the sculpted heads of
Chicago’s storied retailers atop columns
outside the Merchandise Mart.
O’Neill’s own group clearly gets the
concept—it’s raising funds to relocate
the bust of former Chicago Symphony
Orchestra music director Georg Solti
from its current location near the
Lincoln Park Conservatory to Grant
Park just south of Symphony Center. 

The original Hollywood Walk of
Fame draws on that city’s historic
identity as the motion picture capital
of the world—stars in a sidewalk make
sense there. But the Motion Picture
Hall of Fame Foundation is trying to
turn the idea into a franchise—creat-
ing a Planet Hollywood of memorials,
one in every city. It’s worth remember-
ing that it didn’t take Chicagoans long
to run Planet Hollywood out of town
and replace it with Gino’s East, pur-
veyor of Chicago-style deep dish.   v

Shopping

Trench
Warfare
The things they coveted 
at H&M’s Stella
McCartney launch
By Heather Kenny

S ince 6:15 AM a trio of fashion
students from Mount Mary
College in Milwaukee had been

waiting in front of the H&M on
Michigan Avenue. Armed with a plaid
blanket and printouts of clothes from
the retailer’s Web site, they’d road-
tripped the night before to be first in
line for the November 10 unveiling of
the new women’s collection by design-
er Stella McCartney. By 9:30 the line
stretched to the end of the block. “No
thanks,” said a woman in oversize sun-
glasses and a patchwork leather jacket
when someone offered her part of a
muffin. “I don’t eat before a big sale.” 

These shoppers were taking no
chances after last year, when Karl
Lagerfeld’s one-off collection for
H&M—known for offering trendy
wares at Wal-Mart prices—sold out in
a few hours. People have muttered
that McCartney’s name—her dad’s the
Beatle—has more to do with her
prominence than her talent; in fact
Lagerfeld, whom McCartney replaced
as head designer for the French cou-
ture house Chloe in 1997, sniped at
the time, “I think they should have
taken a big name. They did—but in
music, not fashion.” Still, McCartney’s
designs, which range from rock-chick
cool to unapologetically feminine,
have a devoted following. McCartney
is “our generation’s rock star designer,”
said Rebecca Rivich, an antiques deal-
er who drove in from Whiting,
Indiana, with her husband in tow. She

was excited at the prospect of owning
a piece by a designer she couldn’t nor-
mally afford. “I’ve stood in line for
lesser things,” she added. 

When the doors opened at ten, the
line streamed forward in an orderly
fashion, but when I got inside
women were already pinballing all
over the front of the store, grabbing

sweaters and dresses like they were
the last cans of soup before a hurri-
cane. Within two minutes one of the
mannequins posed on a white run-
way was knocked over. The thud
caused but a split-second lull. There
was a veneer of civility—“excuse me”
when bodies collided, “sorry” when
continued on page 16

[snip] Killer boyfriends. Patricia Schnitzer of the University of Missouri and Bernard
Ewigman of the University of Chicago studied 149 Missouri children who died of
inflicted injuries between 1992 and 1999. According to a report in a recent Pediatrics,
they found that “children residing in households with unrelated adults were nearly
50 times as likely to die of inflicted injuries than children residing with 2 biological
parents” or children residing with a single parent. Most killers were male. —HH

Boutique of the Week

Amy Doehla spent so much time in the restaurant and
bar biz that she’s probably served everyone reading

this, but a year ago she decided that Weldon, her line of
minimalist silver jewelry and pliant leather handbags,
could spend no more time on the back burner. Her stuff
had been selling “incredibly well” at StinkerBelle on
Division, but then it closed down. Her friend Karen Brody,
an aesthetician working there, suggested they open a
new place together. “For a moment,” Doehla says, “it
seemed like a good idea.”

In that moment she took a look at Tatine’s old space
on Damen, around the corner from StinkerBelle. The ceil-
ing was the exact shade of green she’d envisioned in a
store of her own, and the kind of old schoolhouse lights
she wanted were already installed. She and Brody
promptly signed a lease, and Willow had its grand open-
ing the weekend of October 21.

Doehla sells more than her own wares; she says her
taste is a mix of ye-olde and new, “kind of all over the
place.” Offerings include Cerealart’s limited-edition, 
candy-colored oversize ceramic cookie jars in the shape of
a cartoon bunny, reproductions of antique French drinking
glasses, rustic leather-covered journals, Ige’s suit-fabric 
pillows screened with metallic ink, mirrors with cutouts 

of an eye patch and parrot so that
when you look at yourself you appear
as a pirate, vintage leather belts and
handmade belt buckles of layered
resin, and a stack of three tiny ivory

egg-shaped plates tied up with twine. Plus she has candles
and beauty products, and the art on the walls is for sale.
Almost everything’s on the low side of somewhere between
$9 and $400. And Brody does facials, aromatherapy, and
waxing in the back. —Liz Armstrong
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Our Town

hangers snagged clothes—but you
could tell any one of these women
would just as soon have bent back
your pinkie until you dropped that
pair of McCartney’s 80s-style narrow
jeans with zippered ankles. 

“Do you think this is the belted

trench?” asked John Stoops, a
bespectacled producer with a fledg-
ling comedy troupe, Local 386, as we
both inspected a pale pink double-
breasted trench coat. He was working
off a list of descriptions provided by
his girlfriend, who had suggested he
might find a Christmas present for

her here. Stoops was an oasis of calm
in the midst of the pandemonium;
other boyfriends and husbands
assigned to hold garments looked
shell-shocked. “I’ve never seen any-
thing like this,” one mumbled.

The hottest items turned out to be
the trench, which also came in a bronzy

green, and a blousy gray zip-up sweater
with an oversize collar. Salespeople
bearing replenishments were quickly
surrounded, and when supplies ran
out, bartering ensued, including one
complicated transaction involving
three parties and various sizes.
Bystanders watched like cats waiting to
be fed as one of the women laid some
of her loot down on a table. “Hold on,
I’m looking for my size!” she cried.

Some women, including one who
copped to being a rep for Ralph
Lauren, tried on their finds behind
displays or walled-off sections of the
store. The rest of us waited in long
lines for the dressing rooms. When I
finally got in, after about 20 minutes,
I found that the coveted trench made
me look as if I were swaddled in a
parachute. The louche 30s luxe of a
champagne-colored silk wrap dress
was enticing, but once on it was boxy
and gaped at the hem. I didn’t have
much hope for a tulip-shaped black
chiffon skirt that narrowed at the
knees, as such shapes can be unfor-
giving for women with hips. But
instead of giving me the proportions
of a fertility idol, the fabric draped
flatteringly around my curves. 

When I left, all of the mannequins
modeling McCartney’s stuff were gone
and most of the racks were filled with
regular merchandise. Latecomers lin-
gered over leftover chain bracelets
and T-shirts. The store had been open
for all of two hours.   v

[snip] Now there’s a case for suburban “snout houses.” Reason
Express wonders if the French riots will cause American city plan-
ners to think twice “before simply assuming that Euro-style living
is the best thing ever. Or to put it bluntly, would some front-load
garages come in handy when the New Urbanist, pedestrian-friend-
ly on-street parking is just a bull’s-eye for a firebomb?” —HH

continued from page 15
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Our Town

Farewells

A Proper 
Good-bye
For the friends of Lee
Solomon, aka Little
Howlin’ Wolf, a church
service wasn’t enough.
By David Whiteis

B lues singer Lee “Little
Howlin’ Wolf ” Solomon
always seemed a bit too mild

for his nickname. The original
Howlin’ Wolf, Chester Arthur
Burnett, had stood nearly six and a
half feet tall and weighed almost
300 pounds—in Peter Guralnick’s
book Lost Highway, bluesman
Johnny Shines admits that when he
first met Burnett in 1932 he was
afraid of him, “like you would be of
some kind of beast.” 

But Solomon, who died of cancer
on Halloween at age 75, wasn’t just
littler than Wolf—he was sprightly,
almost impish. He usually carried 
his head bent slightly forward so 
that he always seemed to be looking
up at you, even if you weren’t any
taller than he was. He had a warm,
easy grin, but his eyes sometimes
clouded up with some unnameable
confusion. When I first met him, in
the early 80s, he’d already been a
regular for years at a long list of
west-side neighborhood joints,
including the 1815 Club, at one time
run by Wolf ’s old saxist Eddie Shaw,
and the Riviera, which had been one
of Wolf ’s hangouts when it was still
called Silvio’s. He sang Howlin’
Wolf ’s songs—mixed in with other
postwar blues standards—in an
ingratiating, grainy baritone that
recalled the master’s voice, but he
seldom matched Wolf ’s menacing,
bull-chested roar. 

Sometimes Solomon would sing
lyrics from two or three different
songs to a single melody, mixing
and matching with a recklessness
that sounded free associative, and
between verses he added his trade-
mark non sequiturs: “I ain’t kiddin’
ya!” or “Where’s my woman?” or
“Where’s my money?” (which some-
times turned into a breathless 
chant of “money, money, money,
money-money-money-money-

moneymoneymoneymoney!”). 
Only occasionally—usually after 
last call, when the music had
stopped—would he drop his mask.
His jowls would sag and his whole
face would take on an expression 
of bottomless weariness. 

According to Solomon’s widow,
Eula, he was already imitating “old
man Wolf ” when she met him at a
west-side blues club more than
three decades ago. (She used to 
join him onstage under the name
Brown Sugar, but she hasn’t sung 
in years.) She says he and Burnett
would sometimes even share bills,
and she’s got a photo of the two of
them to prove it—Solomon in a
bushy Afro, Burnett stolid and
imposing in a striped shirt. In 
those days Solomon “sounded just
like” Wolf, Eula insists. “If you 
were outside and one of ’em was 
on the inside, you couldn’t tell 
them apart hardly. When they’d 
get up and sing they used to tease
each other—[Burnett] would tease
him, like he comin’ behind him
singing and all that stuff.

“I would always help him to get his
words together,” Eula continues. “I
used to tell him all the time, ‘Now

stick with this song!’ He had a prob-
lem doing that—he’d be dodge-dip-
pin’ from one song to another one.”

Despite the eccentricity of his
onstage persona, Little Howlin’
Wolf never thought of himself as 
a novelty act. “He was serious 
about his music,” says guitarist
Bruce James. “Really, he’s the one
who started me off in blues. Mid-
80s, Lake and Kedzie. He needed 
a guitar player. When I get there,
he’s a little bitty guy—I was like,
‘Oh, no!’ He kinda looks me up 
and down. . . . When he wasn’t 
sure about something he’d grab 
his chin with that right hand, kinda
dip his head, and he’d look up at
you. So we went on in, got set up
and everything, tuned up. From the
first note he looked at me, then
finally he says, ‘Well, he’s just gonna
have to do.’ And he turned around
and went on to work. From that
night on I was with him for the next
seven and a half, eight years.”

After James had left Solomon’s
band, his old mentor came to the
Starlite Lounge at the corner of
Fifth and Pulaski, where James was
playing with Jumpin’ Willie Cobbs.
“I just happened to look up, and he

was sitting at the edge of the bar in
front of the bandstand. I hadn’t
seen Wolf for almost three years.
When we caught the break and I
come down, he looked at me.
‘Bruce,’ he said, ‘man, you done
turned into a powerful man!’”

By that time, though, Solomon’s
own power had begun to fade. Eula
recalls that he was first treated for
prostate cancer in 1995, and friends
say they noticed a change in him
even earlier. “The way he would
walk,” James says, “it’s like he was 
in pain. He didn’t seem sure of 
himself anymore. He always had 
this distant look.” Finally Solomon
made the decision bluesmen often
claim they want to make, but usu-
ally put off till the last possible
minute: he went back to church.
Even before he began attending
services at Harmony Community
Baptist—just a few doors down
South Millard from the house 
where he and Eula lived for
decades—he’d been a “very good
quoter of the Bible,” Eula says, and
in short order he became a deacon.

Solomon never entirely aban-
doned the club scene, though, and
even after he’d become frighteningly
gaunt he’d occasionally show up at
one of his old haunts, like Bossman
Blues Center on West Lake. If he
felt up to it he’d let the band call
him to the stage, where he’d reprise
one of his old routines.

Eventually Solomon’s illness got
so severe that he became all but
housebound, and Eula tended him

[snip] Why is South Korea pulling ahead in stem-cell research? According to David Plotz in Slate, it’s not
merely that Koreans revere scientists and are less burdened by fundamentalism. “Korean scientists [such as
world-leading cloner Hwang Woo-suk] work much harder than Americans. At Hwang’s lab, everyone works
every day of the week and holidays. This is not hyperbole. Hwang never takes a vacation, and neither do his
underlings....This research is repetitive, tedious, and factorylike. It rewards the persistent. Hwang’s lab
cloned and transferred more than 1,000 embryos into 123 dogs to make a single cloned puppy.” —HH
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Little Howlin’
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until the end. “He told me, ‘Eula,
I’m dying. What are you trying to
save? Look at me. . . . I do not want
to live like this.’ 

“When he took his last breath I
was sitting there holding his hand,
talking to him. He just squeezed my
hand just a little bit. That’s all, didn’t
say anything, just put a little pressure
on my hand, and once he took that
long last breath, that pressure left off

my hand. I knew then he was gone.
He just let out one more big puff of
air, and that was it.”

On Saturday, November 5,
Solomon’s friends and family gath-
ered at Harmony Community
Baptist Church for an inspirational
and sometimes even jubilant funer-
al service. Most remembered him as
an old-fashioned Christian gentle-
man (“He always tipped his hat

when he would talk to a lady”),
impeccably dressed but humble
enough despite his local celebrity 
to dedicate hours to chores like
picking up litter around the 
church. The Reverend James
Brooks Sr., who officiated, recalled
that when he approached “Brother
Solomon” about returning to the
fold back in the late 90s, the blues-
man replied, “You take care of in
there, and I’ll take care of out here.”
But once Solomon did join, Brooks
said, “He’d just stand there and 
look at me, say, ‘I got a new home. 
I got a new home.’”

Some of Solomon’s old buddies
have mixed feelings about his return
to church, though. When I visited
Bossman (he won’t give his real

name) at his club after the service, he
flashed me a flinty glare and barked,
“Wolf ’s friends don’t wanna be in no
goddamn church! They wanna hear
some blues, have a drink, sit around
talkin’ ’bout ‘Where’s my woman?
Where’s my woman?’”

They’ll have the chance to do 
just that at a tribute to Solomon 
this Friday and Saturday at
Bossman Blues Center. James will
be out of town, but Carl Norington,
Solomon’s bassist, will play in the
backing band; the roster of singers
includes Willie D., Bobby Too
Tough, Z.Z. Hill Jr., Foxy Lady 
(who covers a few Wolf tunes her-
self on the self-released She’s
Howlin), and longtime west-side
Wolf imitator Tail Dragger. v

[snip] “Sex before marriage is a sin against God,” writes Bill S.
at http://blogs.salon.com/0002874/2005/10/18.html#a1929. “On
the other hand, abortion is wrong because life is precious, and
children are a blessed gift from God. Ergo, if a child is conceived
out of wedlock, God is rewarding someone with a precious gift for
committing a si—oh, wait, that doesn’t make any sense.” —HH

Solomon would sing lyrics from two or 
three different songs to a single melody, and
between verses he added his trademark non
sequiturs: “I ain’t kiddin’ ya!” or “Where’s
my woman?” or “Where’s my money?”
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for being paranoid, intensely
secretive, and obsessively com-
mitted to toy invention. He was
one of the first independents to
pitch products to companies that
had previously relied exclusively
on their own employees for new
ideas. Glass in effect founded the
small community of indie toy
designers that’s still centered in
Chicago today. BMT’s founders—
Jeffrey Breslow, Rouben Terzian,
and Howard Morrison—all
worked for Marvin Glass &
Associates for more than 30 years
before starting their own firm.
Terzian and Morrison retired in
2003; Breslow now heads up
BMT with three new partners.

BMT’s 30-odd inventors turn
out four to five hundred proto-
types a year, anything from plas-
tic clothing for miniature dolls to
action figures to board games—
but no video games, and nothing
violent. A small number of these
inventions—maybe 20 to 25,
Breslow says—end up getting
sold to companies like Mattel
and Hasbro, and of those only a
tiny fraction go on to become
household names. Timing is
everything, Breslow says. When
BMT developed an electronic
board game based on The
Apprentice for Hasbro last year,
he got the Donald to record the
voice track, on which Trump
boasts that this is the “best game
ever invented” and, inevitably,
breaks the news when players get
fired. “A very sophisticated toy,”
Breslow says fondly, but it hit the
market nine months too late and
didn’t become the smash hit
BMT or Hasbro had hoped for.
“It’s a business where you have to
learn to accept failure,” he says.

Almost every part of toy proto-
typing is done in-house at BMT,
from programming and sound
design to the molding of plastic
pieces. All the employees know

how to work the lathes and milling
machines lined up at the back of
the room. There’s a woodshop and
a room dedicated to equipment for
making rubber molds. Upstairs,
shelves are stacked with plastic
bins full of prototypes that didn’t
sell; every so often one gets
exhumed and reintroduced or
reworked for a client.

Usually after BMT sells a toy to
a manufacturer, the buyer’s in-
house designers will tweak it so
that what ends up on the shelves
may bear scarce resemblance to
the prototype. iZ, however, is a
special case. “This is our baby,”
says Robert Civettini, a nine-year
employee of BMT who worked
on the project with Paulson and
two other inventors, Todd
Kurtzer and Dino Crisanti. “We
really had 100 percent control
over what it did and what it

looked like and sounded like.”
iZ is the lead toy for Zizzle, a

new toy company based in the
northern suburbs. Roger
Shiffman, who founded Zizzle in
January of this year, has been a
big-league player in the industry
for decades. His former company,
Tiger Electronics, gave the world
Furby, which had mothers fight-
ing in the aisles. Shiffman sold
Tiger to Hasbro in 1998, worked
for them for a few years, and went
into early retirement. In 2002 he
was diagnosed with a brain
tumor; it was removed and he’s
since made a full recovery. Before
long he was thinking about get-
ting back into the toy biz. Last
December, before he and his part-
ners had even decided on a name
for their new venture, Shiffman
called Breslow, who’d handed
Tiger hits in the past.

Breslow knew Shiffman would
want something electronic and
character based. “He had done
that before and he had been
enormously successful, but he
wasn’t going to buy Furby again,”
he says. “Talk about pressure.
Because if we didn’t give it to
him, somebody else would.”
Breslow sat down with Paulson,
Civettini, Kurtzer, and Crisanti,
who had contributed to another
toy design he’d taken a shine to—
one that did some of the same
things iZ would eventually do,
but wasn’t character based.
Breslow told the guys to see what
they could come up with, fast.

For toy mock-ups BMT design-
ers will often poach parts from
existing toys, a process they call
“kit bashing.” Kurtzer, for
instance, has an iDog—a canine-
shaped speaker for an iPod—on

his bench right now, ripped to
pieces. “We take everything
apart,” he says. “We were those
kids who took apart TVs and
managed not to kill ourselves.”
One of the first things the
designers did to create the iZ
mock-up was buy a bunch of
talking Bill Clinton dolls and dis-
mantle them. They knew the
Clinton dolls had a mechanism
that was “very quiet, very respon-
sive,” Crisanti says. Meanwhile
Civettini ripped up a plush pur-
ple monkey and put its feet on
the new character.

iZ, which went on sale at the
beginning of October for $40,
has an irreverent sense of humor.
It farts, burps, and shouts recog-
nizable phrases like “Oh yeah!”
as well as strings of nonsense you
can’t help but attempt to trans-
late to English. (Its parting shot,

Big Monster Toys

Big Monster Toys headquarters
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audible every time you turn it off,
sounds to me like “Good-bye
don’t catch your boned up mid-
night.”) Its eyes jump up and
down and the horn in its mouth
flashes colored lights. Command
central is the belly, a circular
panel not unlike the iPod’s click
wheel; from here you adjust vol-
ume and tempo, select a beat,
and save any musical (or cacoph-
onous) mix you’ve come up with
while noodling around. By turn-
ing the ears you can choose from
seven different rhythm and lead
tracks. Hitting the rubbery
appendage on the creature’s head
generates scratching and other
effects. (Throughout the design
stages the guys at BMT referred
to the appendage as the dingle,

but it’ll be hereafter known to
the public as the flicker.)

Paulson, who is both the
youngest (28) and newest BMT
employee (he celebrated two
years there in late September) to
work on the project, is exclusive-
ly responsible for iZ’s final aes-
thetics. It’s the first toy he’s
designed that has made it to final
production, he says. He used a
modeling program called Rhino
to design it entirely on the com-
puter, which nobody at BMT had
ever done. For inspiration he
tried to imagine what an iPod
might look like if it was a cute
character. And he tried to give it
a look that might appeal to older
kids. “There’s really nothing like
this on the shelves,” he says.

To create the iZ mock-up’s
sound effects, the guys played
with Apple’s GarageBand soft-
ware. (Later they would hire
Roger Ruczanka, a local musi-
cian, to do the music, the only
part of the design that wasn’t
provided in-house.) They all con-
tributed some starter voice
tracks, but Kurtzer eventually ad-
libbed most of iZ’s vocals single-
handedly. “He’s the most ener-
getic of us,” says Crisanti, who’s
been with BMT for 14 years. “He
kind of spazzes out in front of the
mike.” Kurtzer’s voice was then
“warped electronically” and
coded so that the pool of phrases
would be pulled from randomly.

A few weeks after Shiffman’s
initial call to Breslow the guys

had a prototype ready—admit-
tedly crude, and more egg
shaped than the final version,
but with the basic technology in
place. Breslow and his partners
agreed that it was strong enough
to show Shiffman. Crisanti
recalls that Shiffman took one
look at the prototype and said,
“We’re gonna make this.”

Zizzle had planned to intro-
duce iZ as its lead toy next year,
but retailers pressed Shiffman to
get it into stores for this
Christmas. So BMT went from
that first crude prototype to pro-
duction in nine months, record
time for the firm.

Designed to appeal to a broad-
er market than most toys—from
five-year-olds to the mercurial

tween market to toy-collecting
adults—iZ has a multimillion-
dollar promo campaign behind
it. Breslow says it’s almost
unheard-of for a toy to have a
huge release party like the one
thrown for iZ in Times Square
(pop stars Rihanna and
Lifehouse performed, and there
were three eight-foot iZs on dis-
play); Crisanti says that in all his
years at Big Monster Toys he’s
never seen anything like it. In
October iZ secured a coveted
spot on the “Hot Dozen” holiday
list in the trade magazine Toy
Wishes. That list soon showed up
in dailies nationwide, and Toys
“R” Us and KB Toys also includ-
ed iZ on their lists of winners.
continued on page 22
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Rubbing shoulders with iZ on all
three lists is Hasbro’s revamped
Furby, which now has facial
expressions and, in addition to
its own garbled language,
“Furbish,” the ability to acquire
basic English skills from its
owner. It’s still too early, howev-
er, to judge whether sales of iZ
or any of the other hot-listers
will live up to expectations;
some reports suggest it’s going
to be a tough season.

As for the non-character-based
toy that helped inspire iZ, the
guys from BMT won’t say word
one, because it’s different enough
that it might yet find its way into
production. Neither will they say
anything about the other toys

they’ve already sold to Zizzle
(there are four or five) or any-
thing else they’re presently work-
ing on.

“You can’t talk about anything
with anybody until it’s public,”
Kurtzer says.

“We’re secretive because we
want it to get made and get pro-
duced and we don’t want to jeop-
ardize it by talking about it,”
Crisanti says. Not even to their
friends and spouses, apparently.

“They don’t even know where
we work,” Kurtzer says,
straight-faced. “Our names are
aliases, actually.”

Paulson adds, “We drive to
O’Hare and then fly into
Midway, and then take a train
to work.”   v

moneygrubbing outsiders with
neither pedigree nor apprecia-
tion for Parisian values. This
echoes the classic attack on Jews
as stateless “cosmopolitans.” (2)
The Madwoman’s nostalgia for
the Romanovs, who instigated
pogroms and blood libels
against Jews and were toppled—
in the anti-Semitic view—by
“Jewish” bolshevism.

Anti-Semitism is often com-
municated in code, and this stuff,
taken together, struck me as a
message. So I did a little research
and turned up the information
that went into my review. I can’t
agree then that Giraudoux’s big-
otry is “in no way. . . expressed
within the text of this play.” It

was the text that brought his big-
otry to my attention.

A Partisan
Differs
Hello, 

I wanted an opportunity to
share my opinion of Jessica
Hopper’s review of Bell
Orchestre [“Nu Age,” November
11]. While it is her right not to
enjoy or appreciate the album, I
find her comments and attack
vicious. Often, most feedback
reveals a lot about the person
giving it. To quote her, the review
“drops like a wet turd from the

sky.” After having attended two of
their concerts recently, at which
many other artists were present
as well, their excellent skill and
talent shone through. I find it
really unfortunate that they were
blinded by hype and did not dis-
cern Ms. Hopper’s insight that
they witnessed “the push-button
dynamics and overwrought ges-
ticulation of a Billboard-charting
emo band with the edginess of a
Windham Hill sampler.”

A critique “doesn’t get much
worse than that, rest assured:
you are correct.” Being witty and
mean does not ensure a good
review. By the way, Bell
Orchestre are not a side project
of Arcade Fire. They are “some
Suzuki-method yo-yos from

Big Monster Toys

continued from page 21 continued from page 3
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Montreal.” Maybe you should
learn more about them before
making such proclamations.

Raphael Amato 
Ottawa, Canada

Jessica Hopper replies:
Bell Orchestre shares three

members with Arcade Fire:
Richard Reed Parry, Sarah
Neufeld, and a man the letter
writer shares a last name with,
Pietro Amato. Parry and Neufeld
are full-time members of Arcade
Fire. Amato is just a touring
member.

Rock Critic
Critique
Don’t go bashing trendy bands
just for the sake of bashing trendy
bands [“Nu Age,” November 11].
You [Jessica Hopper] write for
the Reader, not the Wire. If you
had read just the slightest bit of
material from [Animal
Collective]’s own mouths you
would realize that they don’t even
stand for the new “freak-folk” tag
that they’ve been pushed into.
And you writing a full page accus-
ing them of exactly that only per-
petuates this ignorance and puts
you in the same wagon as every-
one else. I’m not saying you have
to like a 42-tracked, layered song
with delay, but at least don’t go for
the easy cop-out by comparing it
to your first bad acid trip. And
how about a band’s fifth or so
album progressing from their
last one? Ever think of that?
Again, you whining about how
they didn’t regurgitate Sung
Tongs just further categorizes
yourself as a close-minded review-
er. And isn’t it f-ing, not effing?

Alee Peoples
Chicago

CHICAGO READER  |  NOVEMBER 18, 2005  |  SECTION ONE   23



24 CHICAGO READER  |  NOVEMBER 18, 2005  |  SECTION ONE

KIM JOON AT WALSH GALLERY
MATTHEW COX AT ARON PACKER

By Tony Adler

I ronic that identity theft
should become such a big
issue just when identity has

become so obviously a thing of
the past. But then we always
cry loudest over the deadest
doctrines—and anyway, what
we call identity theft isn’t really
about identity at all but about
buying power, which remains a
vital concept. 

Korean artist Kim Joon
clearly understands that identi-
ty—the real Western humanist
thing, the sense of oneself as an
individual with unique charac-
teristics, an independent fate,
and very possibly a soul—isn’t
an option favored by consumer
culture. He recognizes that
what we take for autonomy is
actually nothing more than a
pattern of choices made from
the narrow menu provided by
Organized Commerce (succes-
sor to Organized Religion).
That what we have are not
identities but a set of identifi-
cations: Cubs versus White
Sox, Nike versus Adidas, VW
versus BMW, Jesus versus, oh,
say, Allah. Yes, this is banal—
the stuff of number-not-a-
name science fiction. But (a)
that doesn’t mean it isn’t true,
and (b) Kim makes it com-
pelling with his astonishing,
disturbing photos in “Tattoo
You” at Walsh. 

Most of the work in the show
is from a series called “We”: 
13 enormous color photos,
roughly eight feet tall and five
feet wide, each depicting a trio
of full-size, full-grown naked
men or women. Or at least

their torsos and limbs, the
heads having been cut off by
the top edge of the print. 

The pictures are stylistically
consistent. The three figures
are always clustered together
facing one another—belly to
belly, more or less—against a
white background. The body
language in some clusters
implies casual conversation,
while in others it suggests a
moment of rough play or roos-
ter-ish confrontation. All are
“tattooed,” shoulder to toe, with
a corporate trademark or some

other iconic image. In We—
Cubs, three men have Cubs
logos of various sizes plastered
on their feet, calves, thighs,
butts, arms, backs, and chests.
In We—Jesus, kitschy represen-
tations of Christ cover the bod-
ies of three women: Jesus-as-
shepherd on a buttock, Jesus
crucified behind a thigh,
crowns of thorns encircling a
spot just below all three left
knees. And so on, with
homages to Samsung,
Starbucks, Jimi Hendrix,
Harley-Davidson, the Marines,

Adidas—and perhaps most
strikingly, Gucci: bodies black
except where Kim’s placed the
double G logo or red and green
Gucci stripes. 

No live bodies were inked in
the making of this series. Each
piece starts with a digital
image of a single individual,
which is rotated to produce the
three clustered figures. The
logos are “mouse painted” on
the bodies in the computer.
The process itself opens up a
whole secondary riff on identi-
ty by demonstrating how mal-

leable—not to say reproducible
and therefore weirdly imper-
sonal—our bodies have become.
Kim’s decision to crop out
heads, moreover, forces ques-
tions about physical indicators
of uniqueness—questions that
double back on themselves
when you realize that, were we
to see the heads of the figures
in any given cluster, they would
all be exactly the same. 

Functionally faceless, then,
with no control over our digitiz-
able bodies, what are we? What
we wear? What we buy? What

Art
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we’re told? The answer sug-
gested by Kim’s technology is
that we exist as flesh-toned

billboards
and “are”
whatever 
can be 
projected
onto us. 

“We” is a
traumatic
tour de force,
but it’s not
the only work

in “Tattoo You.” There are 
also selections from Kim’s
“Tattooress” series, which
derives its title from the colli-

sion of “tattoo” and “dress.” 
The name is creepily apt.
Tattooress—Man offers a varia-
tion on the theme of being
poured into one’s clothes by
portraying a body (digitally)
stitched into leather clothing.
Tattooress—Shoe shows bare
feet with designs superimposed
on them to create the look of 
a running shoe. 

But far creepier than Kim’s
flesh fashion is his flesh-cor-
rupting video, Bubble—Pink.
Consisting of a single pink arm
on a pink surface, Bubble—
Pink shows the skin of the arm
seeming to, well, bubble up.

skulls, torsos, hearts, jaws,
babies, and more and recon-
structed them the way a forensic

artist recon-
structs the fea-
tures of an
unidentified
crime victim
from the skele-
ton. Except
that where the
investigator
might use clay,
Cox uses

embroidery thread. 
Cox’s notion of reconstruction

is a lot more liberal, too. His
embellishment of an x-rayed

upper body, Dextraposed Heart
With Pneumonia, leaves the dis-
eased lungs alone but supplies a
head surrounded by landscape
and sky. Knee complements the
title joint with grass and flowers.
Skull provides a young woman’s
face in profile while leaving the
back of the cranium exposed. 

Cox’s technique alone is arrest-
ing. This kind of richness seems
impossible on a plastic surface.
But much more powerful is his
straightforward statement of the
mortal facts, like something out
of a New England cemetery: here
is the life we want; here, the
bone beneath.   v

Hugely. It’s like watching time-
lapse images of some uncheck-
able, surreally horrible, blister-
producing disease. And it offers
the final insult to the notion of
identity, reminding us that we
were never our own to start
with. Once Adidas, Jesus, and
Photoshop are done with us,
the bacteria will get their turn. 

T hat last point is also brought
home—marvelously—by

Matthew Cox, whose show
“Thread Into Plastic” can be seen
at Aron Packer, just down the
hall from Walsh. Cox has taken
“found” X-rays of ankles, knees,

Kim Joon
WHEN Through 
Fri 12/2: Tue-Sat
10:30-5:30
WHERE Walsh, 
118 N. Peoria
INFO
312-829-3312

Matthew Cox
WHEN Through 
Sat 11/26: 
Tue-Sat 11-5:30
WHERE Aron Packer,
118 N. Peoria
INFO
312-226-8984
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Theater

By Justin Hayford

S am Shepard’s 1979 Pulitzer-
winning drama is hardly the
work for a director to cut his

teeth on. Massive, cryptic, and sty-
listically varied, Buried Child
requires insight, bold choices, and,
perhaps most difficult, patience.
Like Shepard’s Curse of the
Starving Class, which debuted
just a few months earlier, the play
melds Beckettian paralysis with
Pinteresque menace to create a
uniquely American brand of ago-
nizing stasis. 

Which makes director Hans
Fleischmann’s staging of Buried
Child for Mary-Arrchie Theatre
Company all the more remark-
able. A month ago the 30-year-old
Fleischmann, Mary-Arrchie’s pro-
ducing director for the last four
years, was cast as Vince, a 22-year-
old struggling musician who
returns to his grandparents’
Illinois farm only to find that no
one in his family has the faintest

idea who he is. But when younger
actor Carlo Lorenzo Garcia
showed up and tried out for the
part, the producer in Fleischmann
knew he had to surrender the role.
At that point no one had yet been
hired to direct, and when Mary-

Arrchie artis-
tic director
Richard
Cotovsky
began sug-
gesting peo-
ple, Fleisch-
mann nixed
all of them.
“Well, if you
won’t take
any of them,”

Cotovsky said, “then you direct it.”
Fleischmann had never directed
in his life and had little opportuni-
ty to prepare, but he took the chal-
lenge and has delivered one of the
year’s best productions.

Buried Child is a masterpiece

Light Touch, Heavy Lifting
A first-time director maintains the mystery in Sam Shepard’s difficult play.

BURIED CHILD MARY-ARRCHIE THEATRE COMPANY

WHEN Through
12/18: Thu-Sat 
8 PM, Sun 3 PM
WHERE Mary-
Arrchie Theatre
Company, Angel
Island, 735 W.
Sheridan
PRICE $18-$22
INFO 773-871-0442

Buried Child
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whose layers of warped “reality”
are difficult to convey. During
Vince’s six-year absence some-
thing has gone terribly wrong with
the family, something involving a
short-lived baby born to his
grandmother Halie. Since then
Vince’s grandparents and their
two sons have fallen into a kind of
group psychosis, inventing alter-
nate family histories to obscure
what happened. Halie, who rails
against sinners but is having an
affair with the town’s preacher,
spends her days locked upstairs
idealizing a son, Ansel, who died
as a young adult. Dodge, her hus-
band, is a belligerent, alcoholic
invalid who spends all his time
downstairs on the sofa insisting
that nothing from the past exists,
including the family photos cover-

ing Halie’s room. Their son
Bradley, always belittled as a child,
now fancies himself the family
bully, though he cowers like a five-
year-old whenever his mother
raises her voice. Their other son is
Tilden, Vince’s father, who’s been
so traumatized by the family
tragedy that he stumbles through
life like a thick-skulled amnesiac
child. They’ve all tacitly agreed
that nothing untoward has
occurred, and if it has they must
never speak of it.

In essence they’ve willed their
lives to stop, and the crushing
weight of that decision burdens
every moment of Fleischmann’s
urgently inert production.
Throughout this two-and-a-half-
hour staging the cast seem to be
moving through wet cement:

Fleishmann gives the characters
all the time they need to fall into
utter ruin. Like this wasted family,
Grant Sabin’s denuded living room
and Nick Matonich’s alluringly
meager lighting seem to harbor
secrets. The arrival of outsiders—
Vince and his girlfriend, Shelly—
brings a vitality to this world that
the clan doesn’t want and attempts
to neutralize, willfully ignoring the
two as they struggle to unearth the
family secret.

Fleischmann tells a clear story
without trying to explain all of
Shepard’s mysteries. Most of the
ambiguous gestures come from
Tilden, who repeatedly shows up
with armloads of vegetables he
says he’s picked from the field
behind the house, though his 
parents insist it’s lain fallow for

decades. At one point Tilden cov-
ers his sleeping father in a blanket
of corn husks as though enacting
some perverse fertility ritual.
Shepard’s strain of mysticism
works best when it hovers just 
this side of intelligibility.

Fleischmann’s actors are so
skilled at Shepard’s language and
imagery that this production is
every bit as rigorous and engaging
as Steppenwolf ’s powerful 1995
staging. It’s also more subtle.
Though the characters rarely lis-
ten to one another, the actors do,
and with the utmost care. They
inhabit their characters so fully
that simple, incidental gestures
are enough to convey life stories.
As Dodge, Richard Cotovsky keeps
a cigarette no more than two inch-
es from his lips whenever he

smokes, as if drawing sustenance
from it. Molly Reynolds’s Halie
puts on her gloves as though don-
ning fashionable armor. Karl
Potthoff ’s Tilden cradles an arm-
load of carrots as if rocking a child.
And Garcia as the arrogant, head-
strong Vince fails to hold the door
for his girlfriend.  

Perhaps most impressive,
Fleischmann draws every ounce 
of humor from the play, creating 
a tone expertly poised between
comedy and tragedy. He under-
stands how pathetic this family’s
struggles are: the show’s humor is
tinged with the sadness of recog-
nition. Even in the story’s most
bizarre moments, the characters
are so fully human you can’t help
but feel that your own pitiful inner
life is also being exposed.   v
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By Chris Barsanti

Time was, soldiers had to
wait until they got back to
the States to tell their sto-

ries—or at best, find a sympa-
thetic reporter. But Iraq war
grunt Colby Buzzell told his
story the 21st-century way: after
reading about blogs in Time he

started one of his own, posting
stories about firefights some-
times hours after they hap-
pened. Not surprisingly, this
didn’t endear him to his superi-
ors, even though they ultimately
found there wasn’t much they
could do about it—free speech

and all.
Buzzell named his blog “My

War” after the Black Flag song—
because he liked the band and,
as he writes in his new memoir,
My War: Killing Time in Iraq, it
“sounded kinda tough.” It does-
n’t take long to tell that he isn’t

going to win points for literary
art. A hard-drinking, hard-
drugging California skater with
a “Fuck the World” tattoo,
Buzzell joins the army in 2003
lacking anything better to do. To
his great surprise he gets

From the Front
Two new memoirs by recent Iraq vets display 
distinctly contemporary attitudes toward the war.

MY WAR: KILLING TIME IN IRAQ COLBY BUZZELL (PUTNAM)
THE LAST TRUE STORY I’LL EVER TELL: AN ACCIDENTAL SOLDIER’S ACCOUNT OF THE WAR IN IRAQ JOHN CRAWFORD (RIVERHEAD)

continued on  page 30
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shipped off to Iraq that
November with the Stryker
Battalion. Their motto is
“Punish the Deserving,” but at
his Mosul firebase Buzzell ends
up doing mostly late-night
house snatches and TCPs—traf-
fic-control points, like drunk-
driver roadblocks with insur-
gents as the quarry.

Buzzell’s book, which starts
off as straight autobiography
but incorporates the full text of
his “My War” postings later on,
gives readers plenty of reasons
to think he’s little more than
another jaded Gen Xer who
can’t see the reality in front of
his face for all the music and
movies banging around in his
media-saturated head. The

“Stryker Soundtrack” he listens
to on his iPod while on mission
is a pissy teenager’s wet dream,
encompassing everything from
the Exploited and the Dead
Kennedys to Wagner and the
Star Wars theme. The writing
veers toward the self-con-
sciously plain and macho; he
has a boner for Bukowski and
oh, does it show. But Buzzell,
who also reads a lot of Orwell
while in Iraq, never completely
succumbs to Hemingwayitis,
presenting his military experi-
ence as less an exercise in man-
liness than just a stupid ride
through a hellish place, sur-
vived by luck alone.

His blog entries—composed
in the heat of the moment and
apparently unedited—give the

book an even more honest per-
spective, stripping away
Buzzell’s FTW pose. The high-
light is “Men in Black,” an epic
post about a vicious ambush in
Mosul. Probably one of the
sharpest, nastiest accounts of a
firefight ever recorded, there’s
no artifice to it; it’s a brilliantly
pared-down rendering of raw,
panicked, white-hot terror. “We
were stuck in the middle of a kill
zone, all of us in 3.3 million dol-
lar RPG magnets,” he writes.
“I’ve put the events of that day
in a shoebox, put the lid on it,
and haven’t opened it since.” 

For all that, Buzzell isn’t one
for reflection. He remains to the
end an immature smart-ass,
albeit one with a bit more right
to his antisocial tendencies. On

the plane back home he snarks
to himself that if this were a
movie, Green Day’s “Time of
Your Life” would be playing and
he’d be reflecting on “all the life-
changing experiences and
epiphanies” he’d accumulated in
battle. In fact, he confesses, he’s
really just looking forward to
that Social Distortion show in
Seattle in a couple weeks.

The biggest difference
between Buzzell and John

Crawford, author of another
new Iraq memoir, The Last True
Story I’ll Ever Tell, is that
Crawford’s probably never heard
of Social Distortion. He’s a well-
adjusted adult who never had
any intention of fighting a war
he didn’t believe in. But signing

up with the Florida National
Guard seemed like a pretty good
way of paying for college, espe-
cially since he already had three
years’ experience in the 101st
Airborne. In 1998 the chances of
actually seeing action seemed
slim, but four years later, while
he and his wife were celebrating
their honeymoon on a cruise,
Crawford got the word that his
unit was going to Iraq. 

Once overseas he downplays
his life back home and puts the
war front and center, letting the
numbing, pointless misery of it
all drive his tale. Crawford’s
unit crossed the border on the
first day of the invasion and
stayed in action for more than a
year, just another group of
poorly equipped guardsmen
getting “passed around the
armed forces like a virus” while
every one of the units he fought
with was rotated home. At one
point, the government even
announced that his unit had
been pulled out of Baghdad,
though, as Crawford points out,
“all around us the capital of our
enemy seethed.”

There’s a coruscating rage to
The Last True Story that’s miss-
ing in much of what has been
written so far by Iraq vets. But
what’s telling about Crawford’s
account is that his anger is
directed not at the war itself,
but at the men keeping him
there after the regular army
heroes have left. He’s over-
whelmed by the inevitability
and ineffectiveness of the fight-
ing. A comrade’s death fills him
with inexplicable rage toward an
Iraqi man working in the gas
station near Crawford’s base. “I
never wanted to hate anyone,”
he writes. “It just sort of hap-
pens that way in a war.”

In between chasing insur-
gents around Baghdad,
Crawford records small details
that keep his book from
descending into self-pity: his
unit’s useless Vietnam-era flak
vests, the battalion commander
who can’t remember the names
of the dead, the Iraqi translator
whose house is torched because
he’s too friendly with the
Americans. It all adds up to an
unsettling portrait of a man
slowly ground down by an
unnameable disgust, returning
home with “a lingering, wasting

continued from  page 28



sickness that comes only when
you have nothing left.”

Still, for all their different
strengths, neither My War nor
The Last True Story will join the
ranks of classic war tales. The
former is too much of its time,
gripping but with a flash-in-the-
pan feel, while the latter is too
suffused with sadness to win
many admirers. Though
admirably honest and vivid in
the extreme, neither book
reaches much beyond individual
experience. Is this due to
ambivalence, confusion, or sim-
ply the authors’ inability to deal
with the enormity of their situa-
tion? It’s hard to say, but both
books suffer from a refusal to
stake out a position, to cut
through the fog of war. There’s
nothing in either to rank with
Homage to Catalonia,
Dispatches, or even Anthony
Swofford’s eviscerating gulf war
memoir, Jarhead, whose coda
alone outstrips both Buzzell and
Crawford: “Some wars are
unavoidable and need well be
fought, but this doesn’t erase
warfare’s waste. Sorry, we must
say to the mothers whose sons
will die horribly. This will never
end. Sorry.”   v

Ink Well by Ben Tausig

Dinner With 
the Family

ACROSS 
1. “Fiddlesticks!”
6. Turkish potentate

10. Good buddy
14. Done cooking
15. Raft
16. Comrade in arms
17. How 24 unfolds
19. Word before box or joint
20. Gangland seafood recipe?
22. For
23. It’s often iced in summer
24. Open, as a toothpaste tube
27. Reddish brown gem
29. Thrice, “etc”
33. Bone in a cage
34. Powerful 229-year-old
37. What you might do after being

40-Down
39. Preparation method for a

squealing sheep?
41. Grill
43. Glass on the radio

44. Blowup: abbr.
45. Milk container
47. In gear?
51. Sorrow
53. Laid up
56. Lucky strike
57. Capo’s twist on an Asian soup

staple?
62. The gamut
64. Draft behind closed doors?
65. Weathercock
66. “Ahh . . . ”
67. Head in
68. Old items
69. Surrender one’s hand
70. Comedy Central fete

DOWN 
1. Obsesses before the mirror
2. Lady of la casa
3. Chicago or Pearl
4. Citrus coolers
5. Marshal Earp
6. How the naive may be led
7. Smooth-talking
8. Powerful auto engine
9. Induces wonder

10. Louisiana accent
11. Maryland harvest
12. Male with a rack
13. White alternative
18. Majors in film
21. Luminous astronomical object
25. Travel option
26. WTTW programming source
28. Sarcastic rejoinders
30. Collectively
31. OED entry
32. Links locale
35. Beetlejuice setting
36. It’s dropped for kicks

LAST WEEK: IT’S A SIGN

52. Moves like slime
54. He had a salty wife
55. Turn down
58. Nine-to-fiver’s shout
59. Very
60. Present time
61. First Bond villain
62. Michigan, in Chicago: abbr.
63. Line on a bill

38. Houston Rockets superstar,
familiarly

39. Far from rare
40. Decked
41. Logical conclusion
42. Numero ______
46. Hosed down
48. Nabokov nymphet
49. Mountain ridges
50. Las Vegas region
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