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Introduction

Welcome to Chicago, a vibrant metropolis nestled on the shores of Lake Michigan in
the heart of the American Midwest. Known for its stunning architecture, world-class
museums, diverse neighborhoods, passionate sports fans, and influential arts scene,
Chicago offers an unforgettable experience for every visitor. From the soaring heights
of its skyscrapers to the friendly charm of its local communities, the "Windy City" (a
nickname more related to its historical politicians than its weather) boasts a unique
blend of big-city excitement and Midwestern warmth. This guide provides
comprehensive information to help you plan and enjoy your trip to Chicago.

Chicago is not only prominent for its architectural splendors but also renowned as the
cultural pulse of America’s heartland. It boasts an impressive array of museums,
galleries, theaters, and concert venues that have shaped the cultural landscape of
both the city and the world. Visitors will find no shortage of opportunities to indulge in
the city’s rich cultural offerings, from attending live performances to exploring vast
collections of art and historical treasures.

Navigating Chicago is made easy by its extensive public transport system, ensuring
that tourists can effortlessly traverse the city to explore its varying landscapes - from
the bustling downtown core to the tranquil shores of Lake Michigan. Walk along the
Magnificent Mile and delve into one of the world’s greatest shopping street
experiences, or take a reflective stroll through the city’s multitude of expansive parks
and green spaces that offer a breath of fresh air amidst the urban bustle.

Food enthusiasts will find Chicago a haven of culinary diversity, where classic
American staples intermix with global cuisine offerings. No visit is complete without
sampling the deep-dish pizza, savoring Chicago-style hot dogs, or diving into the rich
flavors of an Italian beef sandwich. Whether dining in one of the city’s bustling food
markets or indulging in a luxurious meal at a world-renowned restaurant, the city’s
food culture is sure to satisfy every palate.

Embarking on a visit to Chicago promises an adventure rich with experiences both
new and familiar, offering something for everyone, whether it be a longtime passion or
a newfound interest. With every corner presenting a piece of the city’s unique story,
your journey through Chicago will undoubtedly leave you with lasting memories and a
deeper connection to this remarkable city.

So embrace the sights, sounds, and flavors of Chicago, and prepare to discover why

the Windy City captivates and delights millions of visitors each year. Enjoy your
exploration and make the most out of your time in one of the most iconic and lively
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cities in the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Arriving in the Windy City

The anticipation builds as your journey nears its end, and the first glimpses of the
Chicago skyline, whether emerging through clouds from an airplane window, sliding
into view from a train carriage, or rising commandingly beyond the expressway, signal
your imminent arrival. You are about to step into one of America’s great cities, a place
of towering ambition, cultural depth, and Midwestern heart. Successfully navigating
your entry into this bustling metropolis is the first step in crafting an unforgettable
visit. Chicago, a nexus of national travel, offers several points of entry, each with its
own characteristics and procedures. Understanding these gateways will smooth your
transition from traveler to explorer.

For the vast majority of visitors, arrival means touching down at one of Chicago’s two
major airports: O’'Hare International Airport (ORD) or Midway International Airport
(MDW). These are not interchangeable entities; knowing which one serves your flight
is crucial for planning your subsequent journey into the city. O'Hare, located northwest
of downtown, is one of the busiest airports on the planet, a sprawling complex
handling a huge volume of domestic flights and nearly all international arrivals.
Midway, positioned southwest of the city center, is smaller, more domestically
focused, and serves as a major base for Southwest Airlines along with other carriers.
Your airline ticket holds the key - ORD or MDW dictates your initial Chicago
experience.

Let's first consider O'Hare International Airport (ORD). Prepare yourself for scale.
O'Hare is vast, a city within a city, humming with the constant motion of travelers from
every corner of the globe. Its size can initially feel daunting, particularly for first-time
visitors or those navigating tight connections. The airport is organized into four main
passenger terminals: Terminals 1, 2, and 3 primarily handle domestic arrivals and
departures and are interconnected, allowing passengers to walk between them post-
security. Terminal 5 stands apart, serving as the primary gateway for international
flights and some domestic budget carriers. Connecting between the domestic
terminals (1, 2, 3) and the international terminal (5) requires using the Airport Transit
System (ATS), often referred to as the "people mover," an automated train that loops
around the airport complex. Signage is generally clear, but the distances involved
mean allowing ample time for transfers.

If you are arriving on an international flight, your Chicago journey will almost certainly
begin at Terminal 5. Disembarking the aircraft leads you first through the U.S.
Customs and Border Protection (CBP) process. This involves immigration checks,
where officers will verify your travel documents and purpose of visit, followed by
baggage claim specifically for international arrivals, and finally, customs inspection.
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The efficiency of this process can vary significantly depending on the number of
simultaneous flight arrivals, so patience is sometimes required. Once you clear
customs, you emerge into the arrivals hall of Terminal 5. Here you'll find currency
exchange counters, ATMs, information desks, and access points for onward
transportation. If O'Hare is your final destination, you'll head towards ground transport
from here. If you have a connecting domestic flight departing from Terminals 1, 2, or
3, you must exit Terminal 5, re-check any luggage with your connecting airline if
necessary (check with your airline beforehand), and then take the ATS train to the
appropriate domestic terminal to go through security screening once more.

Domestic arrivals at O'Hare typically land at Terminals 1, 2, or 3. These terminals flow
into one another, housing the main hubs for major carriers like United Airlines
(primarily Terminals 1 and 2) and American Airlines (primarily Terminal 3), alongside
others. After deplaning, follow the signs for Baggage Claim, which is located on the
lower level of each terminal. Large display boards indicate the specific carousel
assigned to your flight. The baggage claim areas are often bustling hives of activity,
filled with arriving passengers, waiting family members, and drivers. Look for your
airline’s designated area. Once you have retrieved your luggage, you are effectively
outside the secure area and ready to find your way into the city.

O'Hare does attempt to soften its industrial scale with touches of art and design. Look
out for installations like the kinetic sculpture "Sky's the Limit" between Concourses B
and C in Terminal 1, or the colorful, mesmerizing underground walkway connecting
Concourses B and C with its psychedelic neon lights and ambient music - a
surprisingly calming interlude amidst the airport bustle. While focused on moving
onwards, you'll find standard airport amenities like coffee shops, newsstands, and
some fast-food options readily available near the baggage claim areas should you
need a quick refreshment before tackling the next leg of your journey. Information
desks staffed by knowledgeable personnel can provide directions and answer
immediate questions about ground transportation or airport services. They are
typically located near baggage claim exits.

Finding your way to ground transportation from the O'Hare domestic terminals
involves heading to the lowest level. Access to the CTA Blue Line train station, the
most direct public transit route downtown, is clearly marked and situated within the
main parking garage structure, accessible via pedestrian tunnels from Terminals 1, 2,
and 3. Follow the ubiquitous "Trains to City" signs. Taxi stands and designated pick-up
zones for ride-sharing services like Uber and Lyft are located curbside, just outside the
baggage claim exits on the lower level. Clear signage directs passengers to the
appropriate areas for each type of service. Airport shuttle services and regional buses
also have designated pick-up points here. If you've arranged a rental car, shuttle
buses to the Multi-Modal Facility (where rental car companies are located) depart from
the arrivals curb as well.
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Now, let's shift our focus to the city's other aviation gateway: Midway International
Airport (MDW). Arriving at Midway offers a markedly different experience. It feels
significantly smaller, more manageable, and often less congested than O'Hare. Its
history stretches back further as Chicago's primary airport before O'Hare's expansion,
and it retains a certain straightforward charm. Dominated by Southwest Airlines but
also serving carriers like Delta and Allegiant, Midway primarily handles domestic
routes. Its compact layout simplifies navigation considerably.

The arrival process at Midway is generally streamlined due to its single, central
terminal building structure, which branches into three concourses (A, B, and C).
Regardless of which concourse your flight arrives at, you'll find yourself funneling
towards the central part of the terminal building. From the gates, it’s typically a
relatively short walk to the main terminal area and then down escalators or elevators
to the baggage claim on the lower level. Similar to O'Hare, large screens display
carousel information based on your flight number and origin city. The baggage claim
area at Midway is usually lively but feels less sprawling and potentially less chaotic
than its larger counterpart.

First impressions of Midway often highlight its efficiency. While it offers fewer
amenities than O'Hare in terms of high-end shopping or diverse dining choices right at
the arrival gates or baggage claim, the essentials are present - restrooms, information
booths, ATMs, and spots to grab a quick bite or coffee. Its architecture is more
functional than grand, reflecting its historical evolution, but it serves its purpose
effectively. The focus here is clearly on moving passengers through smoothly.

One of Midway's distinct advantages is the incredibly convenient access to ground
transportation. Unlike O'Hare, where reaching the train requires a walk through
tunnels to the parking garage, the CTA Orange Line station at Midway is directly
adjacent to the terminal building, connected via an enclosed walkway. Signs for "CTA
Trains" or "Trains to City" are prominent and easy to follow from baggage claim. It’s
arguably the simplest airport-to-city train connection in Chicago. Taxis are readily
available just outside the baggage claim doors, with a well-organized queuing system.
Ride-sharing pick-up locations are also clearly designated nearby. Rental car facilities
are housed in a dedicated structure connected to the terminal by a walkway, making
pick-ups straightforward. The relative compactness of Midway means you transition
from plane to ground transport options quickly.

Regardless of which airport greets you, a few general practicalities apply to air
arrivals. Always double-check the baggage tag number against your own receipt
before leaving the carousel to ensure you have the correct luggage. If your bag
doesn't appear or is damaged, locate your airline's baggage service office - usually
situated within the baggage claim area - immediately to file a report. For those with
connecting flights, be acutely aware of your connection time, especially if transferring
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between terminals at O'Hare or, in the rarer case, needing to travel between O'Hare
and Midway (a time-consuming journey typically involving a taxi or a combination of
CTA trains requiring careful planning). Visitor Information booths at both airports are
invaluable resources for maps, brochures, and quick advice upon arrival. Currency
exchange services are more prevalent at O'Hare's Terminal 5 but are available to
some extent at both airports, along with numerous ATMs.

Chicago isn't just served by air; it remains a major rail hub, with Amtrak trains
converging on the magnificent Union Station. Arriving by train offers a completely
different sense of entry, often more relaxed and geographically centered. As your train
glides through the city's industrial edges and residential outskirts before pulling into
the station tracks, located beneath street level on the western fringe of the downtown
Loop district (at 225 S Canal St), there's a palpable sense of arriving right in the thick
of things.

Stepping off an Amtrak train into Union Station is like stepping into a piece of Chicago
history. The station itself is an architectural landmark, particularly its Great Hall. This
cavernous space, with its soaring barrel-vaulted skylight, marble floors, stately
columns, and wooden benches, evokes the golden age of rail travel. Designed by
Daniel Burnham's successor firm, Graham, Anderson, Probst & White, and completed
in 1925, it's a stunning example of Beaux-Arts architecture. Take a moment upon
arrival, after navigating the platform and concourse, to simply stand in the Great Hall
and absorb the atmosphere - the echoes of footsteps, the murmur of conversations,
the grandeur of the space. It’s a far cry from the sometimes sterile functionality of
modern airport terminals.

Disembarking from your train usually involves walking along the platform to the main
concourse areas. Depending on your train, you might arrive in the north or south
concourse, both of which lead towards the Great Hall and the main exits to the street.
If you checked baggage, follow signs for Amtrak Baggage Claim, typically located off
the main concourse areas. Union Station is a busy place, serving not only Amtrak
passengers but also thousands of daily Metra commuter rail passengers travelling
between the suburbs and downtown. Be prepared for crowds, especially during
weekday rush hours. Signage directs you towards the main exits onto Canal Street or
Adams Street/Jackson Boulevard.

The station's location is highly advantageous for tourists. Situated just west of the
Chicago River, it's within walking distance or a short ride to many downtown hotels,
attractions in the Loop, and the West Loop's famed restaurant scene. Willis Tower
looms nearby, offering an immediate sense of place. Unlike airports located miles out,
arriving at Union Station puts you directly on the doorstep of central Chicago. Taxis
are readily available at designated stands outside the main entrances on Canal Street.
Ride-sharing services also pick up nearby, though specific locations can sometimes
shift due to traffic flow around the station - check your app for precise instructions.
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Several CTA bus routes stop directly outside or very close to Union Station, providing
further connections into the city’s transit network.

For those opting to drive, arriving in Chicago by car presents its own set of
experiences and challenges. Major interstate highways, including 1-90/94 (often
merging into the Dan Ryan Expressway south of the Loop or the Kennedy Expressway
to the north/west), I-55 (the Stevenson Expressway approaching from the southwest),
[-290 (the Eisenhower Expressway coming from the west), and the scenic Lake Shore
Drive (US-41) running along the waterfront, converge on the city. The approach,
particularly on a clear day, can offer dramatic, evolving views of the skyline rising
from the flat Midwestern landscape. It's an impressive sight, signifying your transition
from open highway to dense urban environment.

Navigating the final miles into the city center requires attention. Chicago's
expressways are notoriously busy, and traffic congestion is common, especially during
morning and evening rush hours (roughly 6:30-9:30 AM and 3:30-6:30 PM on
weekdays), but delays can occur at any time due to accidents, construction, or major
events like baseball games or concerts. Be prepared for sudden slowdowns and
complex interchanges where multiple expressways merge or split. Familiarize yourself
with your intended exit for downtown or your specific neighborhood destination in
advance. Pay close attention to overhead lane signage. Many routes involve tolls,
primarily managed by the lllinois Tollway system. While cash booths still exist in some
places, the system heavily favors electronic payment via I-PASS or E-ZPass
transponders. If you don't have one, be prepared to pay tolls online within a specified
period after your travel to avoid potentially hefty fines; check the lllinois Tollway
website for current procedures for pay-by-plate options.

Driving within the downtown core (the Loop and surrounding areas like River North)
presents further challenges. The street grid is relatively straightforward, but many
streets are one-way, delivery trucks often block lanes, and pedestrians and cyclists are
numerous. Patience and defensive driving skills are valuable assets. Perhaps the most
significant consideration for drivers is parking. Finding street parking downtown is
difficult, often subject to strict time limits and requiring payment via meters or mobile
apps. Public parking garages and hotel parking lots are plentiful but notoriously
expensive, with daily rates easily exceeding $40 or $50, sometimes significantly more
for prime locations or overnight stays. Planning your parking strategy before you
arrive downtown is highly recommended. Consider using parking reservation apps like
SpotHero or ParkWhiz, which allow you to search for garages, compare rates, and pre-
book a spot, often at a discount compared to drive-up prices. If staying at a hotel,
inquire about their parking fees and whether they offer valet or self-park options,
factoring this significant cost into your budget. For some visitors, driving to the city
edge or a specific hotel and then relying on public transport or ride-sharing for
movement within the city proves more practical and cost-effective than keeping a car
downtown throughout their stay.
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Once you've navigated the airport corridors, emerged from the grandeur of Union
Station, or found your way off the expressway, take a moment. You've officially
arrived. Step outside and feel the city's pulse. Depending on your arrival point and the
season, your first sensory impressions might be the rumble of a passing 'L' train
overhead, the specific architectural style of the nearby buildings - perhaps the historic
brick near Union Station or the modern glass and steel closer to the airports - the
energy radiating from the sidewalks, the diverse faces of fellow pedestrians, or even
the famed Chicago wind, a tangible reminder that you are indeed in the Windy City.
This initial immersion, the transition from the controlled environment of travel to the
dynamic reality of the city street, marks the true beginning of your Chicago adventure.
From here, the next step is finding your way to your accommodation or first planned
activity, a journey that involves understanding the city’s extensive transportation
network, the focus of our next chapter.
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