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Maxwell Street Market Guide, 2011-12 
By David Hammond 
 

 
 
Maxwell Street was the location for a thriving urban open-air market with roots in the 
late nineteenth century.  
 
In the 1960ôs, I used to come down to the market with friends to hunt down old car 
parts. By that point, the market was in decline. I vaguely remember guys huddled 
around oil cans filled with burning scrap wood, card tables set out selling menôs shirts 
and tools, and the unmistakable smell of Polish sausage and onions griddling up at 
Jimôs Original, which once stood at the corner of Maxwell and Halsted. 
 
Around the beginning of the twenty-first century, University Village went up and the 
Maxwell Street Market (MSM) went elsewhere. 
 

 
 

The MSM moved to Canal in 1994 and to Desplaines in 2008.  In the old market area, 
you can still see the pentimenti of old facades, though theyôve been razed or so totally 
renovated as to be unrecognizable by former denizens of this now upscale barrio. 
Although there are no longer bluesmen or many of the humble folks who once lived in 
this area, bronze statues of these former denizens suggest in a rather sad and coldly 
non-ironic way the heritage of this historic neighborhood. 
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Getting There 
 
Todayôs MSM is now located on Desplaines, usually between Roosevelt on the south 
and Harrison on the north side. The MSM is open for business every Sunday, in any 
kind of weather, from around 7AM until around 3PM. If itôs a beautiful day, itôs usually 
good to arrive before 10AM because itôs probably going to be crowded; after 2:00PM 
or so, food vendors sometimes start running low on products. On average, a walk 
around the market takes around 2 hours. 
 
You can get there by CTA, car or bike. 
 
CTA. Take the Orange or Green El train lines to Roosevelt. You can then walk about a 
mile west to Desplaines or take the #12 bus west (toward Central/Harrison) to 
Roosevelt and Jefferson. From there, walk less than one block west to Desplaines. 
 
For a more ñscenic route,ò take Pink or Green El train lines to Clinton; walk two streets 
west to Desplaines and then about a mile south, passing: 
 

¶ Haymarket memorial, just south of Lake, commemorating the ñriotò or ñmassacreò 
(depending on your political perspective) of 1886 when a bomb was thrown at a 
meeting of striking workers, killing police and civilians. 

¶ St. Patrickôs Church, 711 W. Monroe, Chicagoôs oldest church (go ahead, walk 
in); as you move past the church headed south, glance around to your right and 
youôll see Greektown across the expressway. 

¶ The Chicago Fire Academy, 558 W. DeKoven, between Jefferson and Clinton, 
built at the location where OôLearyôs cow is said (by subsequently discredited 
reporters) to have kicked over a lantern, starting the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. 

 
Car. If youôre Mapquesting, use the intersection of Roosevelt/Desplaines as your 
destination. We usually park in a metered spot on Clinton or Jefferson, but there are 
several lots, including one that seems decently priced on Clinton around 14th Street 
and one thatôs much closer at Polk and Jefferson that charges only $8.00 for pretty 
much the whole day. 
 
Bike. There are designated bike lanes on Roosevelt, Taylor, Halsted, Clinton and 
Canal. Kozy's at Desplaines and Polk offers several bicycle racks.  
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Meeting at the MSM Marker  

 
 

 
 
If youôre meeting friends at the market, a good place to convene is at the MSM marker 
at the northwest corner of Roosevelt and Desplaines. Our tour begins and ends at this 
intersection. 
 
The MSM is divided into two aisles, one on the west and one on the east side, running 
the length of the market. The following guide assumes youôll move with the unwritten 
law of MSM flow: counter-clockwise.  From the MSM Marker, walk across Desplaines 
to the east aisle and head north, toward The Loop. Wherever the market seems to end 
(which varies on any given Sunday), make a U turn and then start back south along 
the west aisle.  
 
Although my main interest at the market is gustatory, I have found a lot of ñdealsò here, 
and you may very well discover some stuff you need at low priceséespecially if what 
you need are socks or tools or slightly off-center notions. (Iôve bought several pairs of 
pre-worn blue jeans for 3 bucks apiece: a very good deal).  
 
One of the charms of the market is that despite new city regulations regarding its 
operation, itôs still very much a changing environment, so some of the vendors listed on 
the following pages might very well not be there the day you visit. However, weôve tried 
to list places that are, more often than not, there almost every Sunday. 
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Blue Van Churros -- Headed north from Roosevelt/Desplaines 
 
Youôve seen churros before ï the long pastry tubes usually stored in plexiglass cases.  
As with tortillas, once youôve had a fresh churro, itôs going to be hard to go back to the 
ones sitting sadly for hours in their plastic sarcophagi.  Iôd recommend you wait until 
the end of your tour to buy your churros, as theyôre rather dessert-like. You can have 
them filled with chocolate, vanilla or strawberry. 
 

 
 
You can buy churros elsewhere in the market, but before buying churros anywhere, 
peek in, see if theyôre making them fresh, and if theyôre not, donôt buy.  
 
The line in the photo suggests that this place delivers the goods. 
 
This may be one of the few ñfood trucksò in Chicago thatôs actually allowed to prepare 
food on the truck itself; as of this writing, local regulations require that food sold from 
trucks in Chicago must be prepared in a licensed commercial kitchen and sold 
prepackaged. How does this truck get around that rule? Itôs another Maxwell Street 
mystery. 
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Viva Mexico Restaurant 
 

  
 
A relatively new stand, Viva Mexico represents a not entirely though certainly 
understandable trend at the market: vendors offering a wide menu rather than 
specializing in one or two items. 
 
We found the fried plantain to be an excellent ñfoundationò food: simple, not very spicy, 
and providing a solid start for a morning of eating. 
 

  
 
The plantain is starchier and firmer than a regular banana, so it holds up to griddling. If 
you sample it, make sure you have it drizzled in condensed milk ï the sweet 
creaminess is very complementary to the caramelized fruit. 
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Tacos D.F.  
 

 
 
Tacos D.F. (Distrito Federal, Mexico City) is a small, friendly little tent, and I havenôt 
been able to quite determine in what ways these tacos are distinctively typical of those 
made in the style of Mexico City (the nice man behind the grill explained theyôre served 
on tortillas, which doesnôt really help).  
 
There are a few less usual items here that are worth tasting, particularly if youôve not 
had them before: 
 

¶ Suadero: beef brisket, served in a taco. 

¶ Cabeza: head, including meaty cheeks. 

¶ Cecina: common in northern Mexico, this beef has been dried to preserve and 
concentrate flavor; then itôs rehydrated and griddled. 

 
Whatever you select here, make sure you pile on some of the cabbage/tomato/lime 
salsa thatôs available in big containers on each table. 
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Birrieria La Tapatia  
 

 
 
On a cold morning, a spicy cup of birria (meat-based broth), with raw onions and 
cilantro, is an excellent way to create a warming fire in the belly. At the bottom of this 
cup was an inch or so of very tender, tasty beef. For added capsaicin heat, there are 
plastic containers of chiles arboles on the tables. 
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Tamales Oaxaqueños  
 
At this stand, youôll find tamales in the style of Oaxaca, a state in Mexico known for 
much deliciousness (e.g., the legendary Seven Moles of Oaxaca). 
 

 
 
I deeply admire the rectangular Oaxacan tamales, filled with chicken, steamed in a 
banana leaf, which adds a slightly acidic artichoke tang, and splashed with salsa verde 
and crema.  You can also get the more familiar cylindrical tamales filled with pork and 
red sauce, as well as sweet tamales, which are colored and flavored with strawberry. 
Recently, these good people have expanded their menu to include tacos dorados 
(fried) of potatoes and chicken, which Iôm sure are fine, but you can get tacos at many 
places at the MSM, and the real allure at this stand is the eponymous tamale. 
 
No one Iôve taken to the MSM to have these tamales Oaxaqueños has failed to rave 
about them.  
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El Huarache Chilango 
 
At their old Canal St. location, the stand with the sign ñRicos Huarachos Estilo D.F.ò did 
a booming business ï big place, always crowded, long lines.   
 

 
 
A huarache (literally, ñslipperò) is a flat corn meal disk, with an inner layer of black 
beans, griddled and then topped with meat or cheese. I usually go with the steak 
ñbandera,ò so called because the green salsa, white cheese and red salsa reflects the 
Mexican flag. Priced around $4.50, these huaraches are best sampled earlier in the 
day as they tend to sit in grease toward the end of the day. 
 
The newly dubbed El Huarache Chilango, run by the same people as were at the old 
location, is in significantly smaller quarters. ñChilangoò is slang for a person who hails 
from Mexico City, D.F.   
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If youôre not in the mood for fried stuff, consider seafood. The seafood cocktail is a little 
pricey (around $7), but the shrimp consommé (prepared, no doubt, from all the shrimp 
shells left over from making the cocktails) is very tasty. Make sure to have servers 
sprinkle the soup with cilantro and onion. Only $1.50 ï a genuine MSM bargain. 
 

 
 
Champurado ï a corn-based drink lightly flavored with chocolate, sugar, cinnamon and 
vanilla, enjoyed in the Americas for centuries ï is sold all over the market in big 
thermos containers. In the following picture, thereôs also atole with pineapple, avena 
(thin oatmeal with cinnamon, served hot), and rice with milk. 
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Arroyos Tacos 
 
This stand has been around for a while (first picture below is from their old Canal street 
location, but it looks the same now).  I like Arroyosô stand because it usually smells 
goodéand it offers a few items that you will have a hard time finding anywhere else in 
the city. 
 

  
 
 
One menu selection Iôve not seen in other Chicago Mexican restaurants is buche, pig 
esophagus and/or stomach. The man behind the counter told me it was stomach, but 
the chunks of dark meat in there suggested it could have included esophagus and 
perhaps other organ meats (some pieces looked a little like pancreas). The meat is 
very mild, and the texture smooth and almost creamy. The chunks of onion and 
cilantro stem add a pleasant crunch, and the sauce (which could use a little more heat; 
add accordingly) had good flavor without a hint of the deep funk sometimes associated 
with gut meat. 
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Arroyosô menu also lists a few other items you might consider: 
 

¶ Montalayo: a sheep sausage, slightly spicy. 

¶ Chicharron: saucy pig skin, which is very tasty, though you might want to share 
one taco as this dish presents a lot of fatty meat for one person to eatébut it is way 
worth having. 

¶ Consommé de chivo: this light, goat-based broth may have been created in the 
process of preparing birria, which is traditionally made of goat, steamed so as to 
collect juices, covered with some kind of chili paste and then roasted.  Note that 
some stands advertising birria are not serving goat but rather beef, which can be 
tasty, too, though I prefer to eat the traditional animal in this dish. 
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Street Stands All Along the Way 
 
MSM produce stands offer some interesting and low-cost opportunities to buy and 
experiment with sometimes unfamiliar fruits and vegetables. Youôll see many vendors 
selling the bright magenta hibiscus leaf that can be used to make a tea or the 
traditional sweet drink, agua de Jamaica. In the photo below, behind the hibiscus leaf 
are tamarind pods, which contain a sweet, sticky paste that kids like to chew. 
 

 
 
The young lady (below) is selecting nopales (paddles from the prickly pear cactus), 
which are peeled and lightly steamed for a salad or sautéed and used to top meat or 
fish dishes. Right above the nopales are Mexican guavas; to the right of the guavas 
are mamey (a fruit of thick, dense meat) and peppers (you will find most varieties of 
chilies at the market, fresh and dried and usually quite inexpensive). 
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This man is selling fresh huauzontle, a Mexican vegetable thatôs been around for 
centuries. This taste is reminiscent of spinach or broccoli (and like broccoli, it consists 
of tight clusters of flower-like buds attached to a somewhat fibrous stalk). You can 
sometimes find huauzontle being served at the market: a stalk is usually rolled in an 
egg mixture and griddled and sometimes served with Mexican cheese. 
 
 

  
 
 
If you need to use a restroom, the least frequented (thus cleanest) porta-potties are on 
the north end of the market, southwest corner of Desplaines and Vernon.   
 
When you reach the northern end of the eastern aisle, take a left and head south along 
the western aisle (actual end point of the market varies). 
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No Name Stand, Maybe My Favorite -- Headed south from Harrison and 
Desplaines 
 
Iôm very fond of this little tamale stand with no name. It was located in a similarly out-
of-the-way spot at the old MSM on Canal Street, and it is staffed by a friendly family. 
The tamales are modest, but flavorful, never failing to satisfy and only a buck. 
 

 
 

 
 
Thermos tamales are usually pretty cheap ï sometimes as low as two for a buck (dos 
por $1) ï though try to get them earlier in the day before the masa gelatinizes and gets 
all rubbery. 


