




Basic  Stuff
Chicago can claim some hip boutique hotels, but the truth is
that this is a big convention town—a really big convention
town––and even the trendiest lodgings tend to be filled with
business travelers during the week. There are certain times of
the year when it is almost impossible to book a room if you
haven’t done so way in advance. Blocks of hundreds of rooms in
many of the bigger hotels are reserved annually for convention-
eers. If you visit the city when one of the big conventions is in
town, you may be sharing your temporary home with hordes of
midlevel vice-presidents traipsing the halls in starchy white
shirts, dark suits, and plastic name tags.

On the upside, there are many, many hotels catering to
people and corporations with various budgets, from deluxe to
demure to depressing (though none of the latter are listed here).
The sheer number of hotels also has meant that there is a wide
breadth of styles available, from small and intimate European-
style inns to you-know-what-you’re-gonna-get chain hotels to
showy chintz-furnished palaces. The downside, of course, is
that some hotels—especially the you-know-what-you’re-
gonna-getniks—can be about as personal as a Wal-Mart.
They’re used to dealing in volume, so don’t expect a French-
accented concierge who’ll remember your name, or rooms with
much dash.

Overall, the selection of hotels in Chicago outshines that
of most other cities. In the past decade or so, there has been a
hotel building boom, and thousands of new rooms (mostly
upscale) are available.

Winning the Reservations Game
There’s only one real rule when making a hotel reservation in
Chicago: Don’t be a chump. In other words, don’t agree to pay
what are referred to in the hotel business as “rack rates,” mean-
ing the highest nightly fee at which rooms are rented—which is
the one you’ll be quoted. It’s not that you can exactly haggle
with the reservations clerk—though you’ve got nothing to lose
by trying—but there are many ways to get a better price. Most
hotels have special corporate rates, which may be 10% lower
than the rack rate. In most cases, you’ll have to prove you’re
really there on business, but some hotels will simply take you at
your word. Often there are also deals for frequent fliers, seniors,
auto-club members, people in the military and others who work
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for the government, or teachers and others who work in educa-
tion. It pays, literally, to ask about any of these.

Because most conventions occur during the week, Chicago
hotels are relatively uninhabited on weekends, even during peak
season. Most offer weekend hotel packages year-round, so if
you’re in town for an entire week, you could stay the weekdays
at a bland-but-not-too-expensive chain hotel and then move to
a fancier place for about the same price or less for the weekend.
Some hotels in Chicago also offer special tie-ins with various
events and exhibitions. A number of downtown hotels, for
example, work with the Art Institute to create weekends geared
toward art lovers who may be visiting Chicago just to see the
museum’s latest blockbuster show (check the “Visit” section of
the museum’s website: www.artic.edu). Theater tie-ins are
another popular way hotels lure guests.

Hotels well known for the views offered from one side of
their building may discount the rooms on the other side, so it’s
always smart to ask if you can get a cheaper room if you face the
city instead of the lake. (After all, there are other ways to see the
lake.) Making reservations early is imperative as well, especially
if you are traveling during peak season—April, May, and June,
when the weather is the most pleasant and/or when the biggest
conventions take over the town. During nonpeak months, how-
ever, rooms may be discounted up to 50% off the rack prices.
You can also get a 50% or more discount if you go through Hot
Rooms (Tel 800/468-3500; www.hotrooms.com), a Chicago-
based service that works with about 30 downtown and Gold
Coast hotels. You can call Hot Rooms 24 hours a day, 7 days a
week, and there’s no fee (though if you make a confirmed reser-
vation and then cancel, there is a $25 fee). It’s also worth check-
ing prices on some of the big travel websites, including
Travelocity, Expedia, and Hotels.com.

Is There a Right Address?
Most of the city’s best (and most expensive) hotels are along, or
at least nearby, the Magnificent Mile, from The Drake at
Michigan Avenue’s northern tip to the Hilton Chicago farther
south. Recent additions to the city’s hotel scene, including the
Peninsula Chicago and the Hard Rock Hotel, are in the North
Michigan Avenue area, the retailing center of the city, which has
many of the best restaurants within walking distance as well. If
you want to be near the action but not in the center of the
storm, you might try staying in the Gold Coast neighborhood
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just north of Michigan Avenue. Its quiet, tree-lined streets are
some of the city’s poshest. It’s peaceful and understated, yet near
enough to the beach and shopping that you won’t need a cab
every time you walk out the door of your hotel. If you’d rather
be in a residential neighborhood—or your plans include a 3-day
stint attending Cubs games—you’re better off staying in Lake
View, which has a few small, inexpensive places within walking
distance of Wrigley Field. For business trips or museum-hop-
ping, the Loop is a good bet, given its proximity to the finan-
cial district, convention center, and the Art Institute, et al., but
keep in mind that there aren’t too many restaurants in the area,
and nightlife will most likely require a cab ride. Except for the
blocks around a few downtown theaters, the Loop is so dead
after-hours and on weekends, it can seem eerie. Some of the
city’s poshest high-rise hotels—including The Fairmont
Chicago and Swissôtel—are stuck in a few isolated blocks of
high-rises way east of Michigan Avenue. They have great views
all around, but it’s a trek (usually involving a cab) to get any-
where; there’s nothing to do in the immediate area, so a visit can
assume a surreal, where-is-everybody feel. The hotels near
O’Hare Airport are, well, near the airport.

The Lowdown
Big bucks deluxe... Guests schlep Marshall Field’s and

Lord & Taylor bags right upstairs from Water Tower Place
to the 12th floor, where they enter the enormous green-
house lobby of The Ritz-Carlton. The tone is set by plush
furnishings, an oddly loud but fanciful fountain, English
tea carts piled high with pastries and dainty sandwiches,
and other guests surrounded by mountains of Louis Vuit-
ton luggage and hovering uniformed bellhops. The hotel
spends more than a quarter-million dollars a year just on
flowers, and it shows. The Four Seasons Hotel, which sits
atop Bloomingdale’s, seems like a huge English country
manor in the sky in many ways. Its low-key lobby, full of
nooks and crannies, exudes understated elegance, making
this a popular spot for publicity-shy celebrities. If you’d
rather make a grand entrance, head for the Peninsula
Chicago, where the swanky high-ceilinged lobby evokes
images of 1930s Shanghai or Hong Kong. Whereas
the Ritz-Carlton, Four Seasons, and Peninsula all ooze 
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traditional elegance, the Park Hyatt on Michigan Avenue
instead embraces a stern modernism, with hard surfaces,
high ceilings, and contemporary furnishings.

Chicago classics... The huge pink neon sign on the roof of
The Drake has become as much a part of the city skyline
as the nearby Hancock Center, which is about five times as
tall. Built in 1920 by Ben Marshall, architect to Chicago’s
rich and famous, and modeled after Renaissance palaces,
the still-elegant Drake has an old-timey, aristocratic feel
that some find dowdy. But if you like the kind of environ-
ment where old ladies in white gloves and Republicans
wearing wingtips feel at home, then this is the place for
you. The barbershop, or, as they call it, gentleman’s groom-
ing service, shouldn’t be missed. Similarly, The Palmer
House Hilton, the city’s oldest hotel and the longest con-
tinually operated hotel on the continent, still offers a pretty
fabulous welcome to the jillions of businesspeople passing
through its portal. The sprawling Hilton Chicago is the
sort of place where waiters have been known to work for 50
years—one doorman started the day the hotel opened in
1927 and only retired decades later when he was 95 years
old. This minicity encompasses four restaurants and a
steady stream of conventioneers—making it a good place
for families, but not such a great choice for couples in
search of romance. Unlike other Chicago classics, the qui-
etly refined Ambassador East is small enough that the
concierge will probably remember your name. When you
mention to locals that you’re staying here, they nod a
knowing nod and just say, “Ahhhh.”

A home away from home... Looking for an escape from
sprawling corporate hotels? The Talbott Hotel, with its
pseudo-British, foxes-and-hounds decorating theme, has
the casual comfort of a well-worn blazer and an unpreten-
tiousness that is especially refreshing on the fringe of the
Gold Coast. The Whitehall Hotel, a few blocks away, was
a luxurious retreat for movie stars in the ’40s and ’50s and
the Rolling Stones in the ’60s; now it’s a cozy boutique
hotel with a clientele of regulars who prefer personal serv-
ice to vast amenities (stop for a drink at the dark, clubby
bar, which hasn’t changed since the hotel opened in 1928,
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and the bartender might point out Katharine Hepburn’s
favorite table).

Best views... There are only three things you really want to
see out your windows in Chicago: the lake, the skyline, or
the Chicago River. At the Renaissance Chicago Hotel,
you can get all of the above, and sometimes from the same
room (ask to face north), at least if you stay on one of the
top floors. Across the river, The Westin Chicago River
North has panoramic views of the Loop from all its south-
facing rooms. At the modern but luxurious Fairmont
Hotel, suites are lined up on the east side of the hotel to
monopolize the best vistas of the lake. There are unob-
structed views from every angle of the triangularly shaped
Swissôtel, even from the 42nd-floor health club and pool,
though otherwise the place is bland as vanilla, and the
Wacker Drive location feels isolated. There are great lake
views from the Hilton Chicago, too, but its perspective of
Grant Park and its gorgeous formal and wildflower gardens
are the real knockouts. The W Chicago Lakeshore is the
only hotel in the city with a Lake Shore Drive address,
which means fantastic panoramas of the city, lake, and
Navy Pier. Though more expensive, the north-facing
rooms at The Drake are the only ones in the city to over-
look the lake, the Gold Coast, and Lincoln Park. At the
postmodern Sheraton Chicago, the views are pretty ter-
rific from both sides—it’s how far up or down you are that
makes all the difference. If you’re facing north, try to get a
room on a high floor for the best views of North Michigan
Avenue and the lake, but if you’re on the south side, book
a lower floor for spectacular views of the Chicago River.

New kids on the block... Forget charming, forget vintage.
Sometimes you want to stay somewhere brand-spanking-
new. Newcomers to the Chicago hotel scene include the
Conrad Chicago, a new boutique offshoot of the sprawl-
ing Hilton hotel empire. Surprisingly tranquil, given its
just-off-Michigan-Avenue location, it’s tucked inside the
Westfield North Bridge mall (so you can hit the Nord-
strom shoe sale in your robe and slippers if need be). The
major selling point for the Solis Chicago Hotel (a rehab of
the former Hotel 71) is its larger-than-average rooms—the
building was originally designed to house small apartments,
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so if you’re looking for space to spread out, you’ll find it
here. The Hard Rock Hotel promised to bring some rock-
’n’-roll attitude to Michigan Avenue—which so far means
that the business travelers who stay here are younger and
wear khakis rather than business suits. But the hotel is
actively courting bands on tour, so you never know whom
you may spot in the lobby bar. For sheer architectural
impact, it’s hard to beat the dramatic Sofitel Chicago
Water Tower, which rises like a giant ship’s prow into the
sky; the inside is no less dramatic, with pulsing colored
lights on the lobby floor and dramatic staircases rising
above. Every room has a view of the surrounding cityscape
(but you’ll want to keep your shades closed come night-
time, unless you’re the exhibitionist type).

If everyone else stays on Michigan Avenue, I
don’t want to... Along the Chicago River on the edge
of the Loop, the boxlike gray Renaissance Chicago Hotel
offers great city- and riverscapes. The sleek Westin
Chicago River North sits across the river, well inland from
Michigan Avenue. Although it’s in bustling River North,
the riverside setting is tucked away from the traffic, and the
interior feels blissfully tranquil. A few blocks away is the
Best Western River North Hotel—good for those who’ll
spend most of their time out enjoying the neighborhood,
rather than basking in the standard motel-issue rooms. A
trio of quaint, quiet, quirky hotels run by the same man-
agement, The Majestic Hotel,The Willows, and the City
Suites Hotel are smart choices for budget-minded travel-
ers willing to stay far from the downtown crowd. Each is
within walking distance of many of the city’s gay bars and
dance clubs, Wrigley Field, and the Lincoln Park Zoo, and
only a few blocks from the lake, tennis courts, and the
Waveland Golf Course (and only a 15-minute bus ride
from the Mag Mile). In the Lake View neighborhood,
what used to be a depressing blight of a building on Broad-
way, a main drag filled with coffeehouses, bagel shops,
clothing stores, and bars, is now the Best Western
Hawthorne Terrace, a delightful, small hotel, perfect for
those not wanting to stay downtown. Way off in Hyde
Park, near the University of Chicago and the Museum of
Science and Industry, there aren’t many lodging choices
except for the Ramada Inn Lakeshore. In the Gold Coast,
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Hotel Indigo offers the same neighborhood feel and con-
venience in a more casual setting: the bright blue and
white, beachy decor makes it feel more Miami than Mid-
west, and the rooms’ hardwood floors and white furniture
complete the resort look.

Style and substance... The Hotel Allegro and Hotel
Monaco (owned by the same company) both go for a “fun”
vibe with riotous colors and upbeat music—the Allegro
attracts more of a family crowd, while the more compact
Monaco aims for couples and small groups. Prepare for
visual overload when you enter the House of Blues Hotel,
with its eclectic mix of Asian, Moroccan, and New
Orleans–inspired design. Also trying to lure in style-con-
scious guests are the W Chicago City Center and W
Chicago Lakeshore, both of which feature self-con-
sciously cool lobby bars, dim lighting, and rooms that you’ll
find either impressively nightclubby or depressingly dark.
In the Loop you’ll find the Hotel Burnham, the owners of
which deserve the prize for best renovation, since it’s
housed in the architecturally significant Reliance Building,
which they could have really messed up but instead pre-
served beautifully. A close runner-up in this category, how-
ever, goes to the Crowne Plaza Chicago–The Silversmith,
originally built in 1897 by Peter J. Weber of the city’s
acclaimed architectural firm D. H. Burnham and Com-
pany. (The only downside: The midblock location means
limited natural light in many of the rooms.) Nothing 
can compete with the utter fabulousness of the 13th-floor
Art Deco swimming pool at the Hotel Inter-Continental
Chicago. Surrounded by stained-glass windows, mosaics,
wicker chaise lounges, huge potted palms, and wrought-
metal sconces, the Italianate junior Olympic–size pool (75
ft.) was the training ground for the original Tarzan, Johnny
Weissmuller. It’s that cool.

Family values... Suite hotels are generally a great solution
when you’ve got kids in tow, giving you what amounts to
two rooms for the price of one, usually with cooking facil-
ities to boot. The DoubleTree Guest Suites and Embassy
Suites have indoor pools as a bonus. (The Embassy also
has in-room Nintendo.) If cooking for yourself is about the
furthest thing from your mind, and you’ve got the money,
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the family suite at the Four Seasons Hotel is definitely the
way to go. There’s a king-size bedroom for Mom and Dad
and a smaller kids’ bedroom with twin beds. Each suite has
Nintendo, two bathrooms, kid-size bathrobes, and a mini-
bar filled with jelly beans, chocolate-chip cookies, and
M&Ms. The Chicago City Centre’s spacious and
bright—if standard—rooms are kid-friendly (and children
under 18 stay free with a parent), and both indoor and out-
door pools give the kids a place to splash around no matter
what the weather. Kids also stay free at the Hampton Inn
& Suites, where the whole family can load up at the
included breakfast buffet before heading out for the day.

For lovers and those who want to be... When you
and your companion need to get away from it all (the
office, the wife, the husband, the kids, the other lover), dis-
cretion is the key ingredient. Just steps away from Michi-
gan Avenue, it’s surprisingly cozy and intimate at The
Whitehall Hotel, a small boutique hotel with the feel of a
bed-and-breakfast. If money is no object, splurge at the
Peninsula Chicago, where you can take advantage of an
indulgent in-room couples massage, or the Park Hyatt,
where some rooms have oversize bathtubs with a view, so
you can lounge and bathe while enjoying a view of the city.

Suite deals... If you’re traveling with the kids or insist on
fixing your own eggs in the morning, try an all-suite hotel.
Chicago has a number of them, where every guest room
has at least a separate sitting area and some kind of kitch-
enette. Tops in this category are the sleek Embassy Suites
with its echoing atrium, the crisply modern Omni
Chicago Hotel, hovering above Michigan Avenue shops,
and the traditionally furnished DoubleTree Guest Suites
hotel, a high-rise right off Michigan Avenue that has great
downtown views. All have pools and some kind of gym or
health club, as does the somewhat smaller and more per-
sonal Fitzpatrick Chicago Hotel, where a book-lined
lounge downstairs sets the homey tone. If you’re talking
suites—as in “I’m taking a suite of rooms for my
entourage”—that’s a different and more luxurious story.
The opulent Conrad Hilton Suite, named after the former
owner of the Hilton Chicago, is a two-story minipalace
that sits on top of the hotel. The crash pad of choice for
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visiting presidents, it comes with its own butler (naturally)
and a helicopter landing pad.

Megahotels for conventioneers... If you’re here for a
convention, you’re probably staying at whatever place your
company put you in. At least you’ve been saved from hav-
ing to decide among the massive, charm-free convention
hotels. If you’ve been given that unfortunate duty, though,
here are the ones to keep in mind. For sheer size, the stand-
outs are the Chicago Marriott, a bland marble box on
Michigan Avenue with more than 1,000 rooms and 55,500
square feet of exhibition space, and the Hyatt Regency
Chicago, a megahotel with more than 2,000 cookie-cutter
guest rooms and 188,000 square feet of meeting space.
Both have about as much charm as a freeway, and you may
feel stupid if you aren’t wearing a “Hello, my name is...” tag
pinned to your gray pinstripe, but they serve their pur-
poses. The Hyatt’s attached to the Illinois Center business
complex by an underground maze of hallways, which also
links it to the Swissôtel, with more than 600 rooms, creat-
ing one big convention megalopolis. An enormous line of
yellow cabs snaking around the Hilton Chicago is a sure
sign a convention has just hit town. Ditto The Palmer
House Hilton, well located in the Loop, whose more than

1,500 guest rooms fill up during
peak convention season. Rooms
at the Sheraton Chicago are
more comfortable than you’d
expect from this 1,200-room
riverside hulk, and separate
check-in areas help to keep con-
ventioneers and other guests out
of each other’s way. The shiny
gold Hyatt Regency O’Hare
has only two things going for it:
size (1,099 rooms and 60,000
sq. ft. of exhibition space) and
direct access to the O’Hare
Expocenter.

Cheap sleeps... You don’t
get much in the way of luxurious
perks by staying at The Majestic
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Hotel, The Willows, or the City Suites Hotel, three
small, eccentric Lake View hotels, but you do get to lay
your head on your pillow each evening knowing that you’re
not spending much. Conveniently located near the gal-
leries and eateries of River North, the Best Western River
North Hotel is a decent bargain: It’s your standard chain
hotel, but it does have a rooftop pool. If a central location
is important to you, by far the cheapest place to stay near
Michigan Avenue is the Red Roof Inn, just a block away
from all the shopping. If you’re willing to go for generic
furnishings and minimal service, it’s a perfectly fine cheap
choice. Not quite as cheap but still a relative bargain is the
Allerton Crowne Plaza—what the hotel obviously saves
in decorating costs it apparently passes on to guests. But
the hands-down cheapest places to stay are two local hos-
tels: Arlington House (in residential Lincoln Park) and
the Harris Family Hostel (on S. Michigan Ave.), where
the clientele consists mainly of backpacking students and
foreigners. The Harris Hostel is newer and offers more
extras (museum discounts, an on-site restaurant, etc.); at
Arlington House you’ll have to bring your own linens or
rent theirs—it’s that kind of place (though the coffee is
free).

Oh so near O’Hare... A courtesy van shuttles people and
luggage between the airport and the nearby hotels, which
are many but undistinguished. You can while away the
hours in your room at the Sheraton Gateway Suites by
playing Nintendo, which is included in each room. The
folks at the Embassy Suites Hotel O’Hare–Rosemont are
nice enough to include a microwave in every two-room
suite, for those too travel-weary to face another restaurant.
The Rosemont also scores points for its Frank Lloyd
Wright–inspired decor, using mahogany trim, barrel chairs,
and stained-glass windows. The Hyatt Regency O’Hare
offers an automated check-in and checkout machine (like
an ATM) that takes about 90 seconds: You just stick in
your credit card, punch a few buttons, and you’re on your
way. Give the relatively small and civilized (for an airport
hotel, anyhow) Sofitel Chicago O’Hare a round of
applause for trying to create a little excitement for its
guests: The rooms have a touch of European elegance
(including faux-antique desks), and you get a rose on your
bed each night at turndown.
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