“The hole truth”
It's legal, it's wholesome and the bean bag game has a hold on Chicago
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On a recent Wednesday night at the North Side sports bar Joe's, a rear portion of the expansive space is filled with beer-gulping, quesadilla-chomping patrons playing cornhole. And -- smack! smack! smack! -- there's action aplenty. 

What in the name of Beavis, you may be asking, is cornhole? And is that legal? 

Yep, it's legal. And depending on the context, it can be downright wholesome. 





There's a skill to tossing bean bags accurately, but most players say they're in it for the fun. 
(Oscar Lopez/For the Sun-Times) 




A player takes careful aim during cornhole league play at Joe's, a North Side bar popular with the bean bag crowd. 
(Oscar Lopez/For the Sun-Times) 




At a bar called Joe's, Chicago players warm up for a recent area cornhole league tournament. Yes, a tournament. 
(Oscar Lopez/For the Sun-Times) 

WINDY CITY CORNHOLE CLASSIC

• Noon Saturday 

• Soldier Field, 425 E. McFetridge

• Registration begins at 10 a.m. in competitive ($50 singles, $100 doubles), social ($25 singles, $50 doubles) and first-timer (the bargain at $15 singles, $30 doubles) categories

• (773) 718-1444, www.chicagocornholeclassic.com 

Played by two-person teams tossing four weighty bean bags across long distances toward large holes in slanted 2x4 raised boards, this family-friendly game has exploded onto the national scene since its supposed invention in Cincinnati, Ohio, a half century ago. The folks who make the hugely popular video golf game Golden Tee recently released a cornhole-based gamed called Bags that's said already to be on back order. There's even a cornhole mockumentary in the works. 

While many Chicagoans have played cornhole for years at backyard barbecues and family reunions, its appeal here has spiked of late. 

Evidence: Hundreds of diehard cornholers will descend on Soldier Field Saturday for a large-scale cornhole-a-thon called the Windy City Cornhole Classic. According to its organizer, Articulate Promotions president Aaron Del Mar, there's more than five grand in prize money up for grabs in divisions ranging from kids-only to competitive singles. 

"I feel like I'm getting so much hype from the event," boasts Del Mar, a former Ultimate Fighter and an Olympic hopeful in judo. "I'm going to be like, the king of Illinois cornhole. And I don't necessarily know if I want that title." 

'It's such a simple thing'

Others surely wouldn't mind it. David Abell, a technology consultant by day, is the vice president of Chicago Cornhole, which hosts social leagues and tournaments around the city. A native of Cincinnati, cornhole's fertile crescent, he founded the company a few years ago with business partner and hometown homie Mark Smyth. 

As part of their weekly cornhole league, lots of primarily twenty- and thirtysomethings pay dues of $85 to play at establishments such as Joe's on Weed Street and the Cubby Bear in Wrigleyville. 

"It's such a simple thing," Abell says of cornhole. "It's safe, and everyone can play." 

And, he adds, it's less dangerous than lawn darts. 

Bean bags 'n' beer

The Chicago Cornhole crowd at Joe's is a young and gender-mixed group. Many of them sip beers between tosses. And during. Beer, by the way, is a not-insignificant part of the adult cornhole experience. Some think it actually improves their skills. 

"There's a plateau you have to reach," says Lakeview resident Matt Zwolinsky, 31, clutching a Sam Adams Light and practice-tossing while waiting for his opposition to show. "I would say three or four beers up to 10 or 12 -- and then you fall off the end of the plateau." 

The ability to booze while bagging isn't cornhole's only attractive quality. 

"It's not that physical, but it's kind of a strategy game and accuracy game, like darts," says Zwolinsky's cig-dragging teammate Wes Snider, 29. Together they comprise Captain Pelican and the Mt. Hood Rambler -- an allusion to Snider's unique tossing style that causes him to resemble his namesake bird. "It's got your typical tailgate game feel to it." 

Bags big in Chicago

Zwolinsky also confirms that cornhole's profile in Chicago has shot way up. "If you go walking around any of the neighborhoods on a weekend -- Lincoln Park, Wrigleyville, Bucktown, anywhere -- you'll see people on the street, on the sidewalk, on their decks, in their backyards. I can't walk three blocks on a weekend without seeing somebody playing out in front of their apartment." 

But lest you think Chicago-area cornhole appeals mainly to Mt. Hood Ramblers or suds-slurping frat-boy types (who apparently dig it), think again. 

League member Jennifer Hoyt, 26, is an attorney downtown. For her, cornhole is mainly a social thing. But she says matches have gotten pretty heated. 

"I played a guy once where I knocked three [bags] in and then he knocked two in after me and this happened a couple of turns in a row. He's like, 'Why do you keep beating me!' He gets all angry. I'm like, 'OK, I'll let you win one.' And so finally he won and he goes, 'Ha! I'm better than you!' And I said, 'Fine, you're better than me.' " 

It's about the buds

Mostly, it seems, cornhole is a way to mix and mingle and maintain a bit of that fast-becoming-quaint anachronism called human contact. 

For even in a people-packed metropolis like Chicago, it's been said, folks don't interact with each other like they used to. 

Says Hoyt of her Chicago Cornhole outings, "It's just a social environment where you get to chill and have a good time and have a few drinks -- and not be at home." 

With thousands of dollars in prize dough at stake, Saturday's shindig at Soldier Field may well be far more intense.
