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      A Note about the Listings:


      The listings in this book are spread throughout the Washington, D.C., region, including the nearby counties in Maryland and Virginia. For clarity, any listings located outside D.C. proper include the city and state and those within The District do not.

    

  


    INTRODUCTION


  Land of the Free


  A tour guide was showing a tourist around Washington, D.C. The guide pointed out the place where George Washington supposedly threw a dollar across the Potomac River.


  “That’s impossible," said the tourist. “No one could throw a coin that far!"


  “You have to remember," answered the guide. “A dollar went a lot farther in those days."


  Now I understand. Growing up in New York, I used to wonder why every year my parents packed my three brothers and me into the car for a trip to Washington, D.C. Were they incredibly patriotic and hoping to instill in us a love of country, a respect for its history, government, and diverse population? Was it to inspire us to stand for what we believe in as our founding fathers did, to fight for the freedom of all people as Abraham Lincoln did, to selflessly serve our country as the men and women buried at Arlington Cemetery did? Naaah, it was just the cheapest vacation they could find. Now that I have grown into a Cheap Bastard with a family of my own, I understand the appeal. And while a lot has changed since I was a kid, D.C. is still the place to be for freebies-a-plenty. Whether you live here or are visiting, the amount of free stuff available is simply astonishing.


  On our family vacation, we toured the Capitol, sat in on the Supreme Court, visited the top of the Washington Monument and spent time in the Air and Space Museum. We watched money being made at the Bureau of Printing and Engraving, posed for pictures in front of the Iwo Jima Memorial, and watched the Changing of the Guard at Arlington National Cemetery. We thought we had exhausted all the free possibilities. And while the Smithsonian is fantastic, the monuments are evocative, and the government buildings are awe-inspiring, they are just the tip of the free iceberg.


  The Cheap Bastard’s Guide is your handbook to everything free in D.C., from the well tread upon to the little known experiences, hidden perks, and secret strategies for living the good life for free. This book will take you to places you didn’t know existed, and give you the chance to do things you didn’t think you could afford to do. That is the mission of The Cheap Bastard, to offer you a chance at something more valuable than money: a memory, an experience, a story. And of course the chance to save a boatload of cash ain’t such a bad thing either.


  Ever wanted to learn how to tango? Why not take lessons at the Argentinean Embassy? Need to stay at work till the wee hours? Forget about laying out $50 for a taxi. The Cheap Bastard can get you a free ride home. You’d love to spend the summer enjoying the concerts at Wolf Trap but just can’t swing the ticket prices? No sweat. The Cheap Bastard can show you how to slip into every show of the season for free. And it’s all legal.


  The listings in this book can be split into two categories: Free and Ridiculously Cheap, with the vast majority of the listings being free. Free doesn’t mean “Buy One, Get One Free,” “First Month Free,” “Mention the Cheap Bastard and get in for half-price,” or any other scheme that is ultimately about getting cash out of your wallet.


  What kinds of free listings will you find in this book? Free-free and Free-with-a-catch. Want to learn a foreign language? Check out the Global Language Network at George Washington University for free classes in everything from Arabic to Urdu, no strings attached. Free with a catch generally means you will need to spend some time or effort to get that something for free. For example, you can see a show at almost any theater in the D.C. area for free by being a volunteer usher. Show up an hour early, help seat the paying customers, and watch the show for nothing. I have tried to clearly explain any catch you may need to know about, by including the category The Catch wherever necessary.


  Ridiculously Cheap listings are those for which, yes, you will have to lay out some money. Still, the cost is so minimal that when you’re asked to pay, you do it quickly for fear that it’s a mistake.


  Cheap Bastard is a proud term and refers to someone who enjoys the thrill of the hunt, not someone who is stingy or denies himself or anyone else simply because it costs something. Most importantly, a Cheap Bastard is not out to beat another person out of a few cents; he or she is out to beat the system.


  This book is intended for visitors and locals alike: from a family from Ohio trying to make the most of a week in D.C. without breaking the bank to European backpackers banking on the Euro having a better exchange rate to born and bred Washingtonians who need to stretch that federal paycheck a little farther to Capitol Hill interns trying to make ends meet to college students who need to figure out how to make that student loan last all year to those for whom money is not a worry.


  All the information in this guide is accurate as of press time, but contrary to popular belief, things do change quickly in Washington, so I have included as much contact information as possible. Always call ahead, check Web sites or stop by a venue to make sure all the information in this book is still accurate. If you have any thoughts, comments, corrections, or suggestions for future volumes, please contact me via www.thecheapbastard.com or e-mail at thecheapbastard@gmail.com.
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    THEATER:

    FREE SPEECH


    “Of all men, physicians and playwrights alone possess the rare priviledge of charging money for the pain they inflict on us.”


    —SANTIAGO RAMON Y CAJAL

  


  

  You may think the only drama going on in Washington is between the Democrats and the Republicans, but you would be wrong. Washington has quite a vibrant theater scene that includes touring productions of Broadway shows, off Broadway productions, originals, cutting-edge performances, classics, and theater for young audiences—and just about all of it can be had for a song.


  VOLUNTEER USHERING


  When you walk into a theater to see a show, some kindly person takes your ticket and shows you to your seat. Often you find these folks are just so happy to be doing this job. Ever wonder why? Well, they are just there for that night to see the show like you. The only difference is they haven’t paid a red cent to get in. Yes, they are volunteer ushers, and you can find them at almost every theater in D.C. Considering the ticket price of shows (from $15 to $75) volunteer ushers get “paid” very well.


  Ushers get to watch from seats that remain empty as the show is about to start. There are almost always good seats; many times they are the best seats in the house for you to fill (even if the show is officially sold-out). On the very rare occasion that there are absolutely no seats available they may set up some chairs, or in some extremely rare instances they may ask you to sit in the aisles. Occasionally you need to stay a couple of minutes after the show to help pick up stray programs. It is pretty darn simple. Why do theaters do this? Economics. It is cheaper to let you in for nothing than to hire a full-time ushering staff. You can even bring a friend. Most theaters need at least two ushers per show (some as many as 26) and are usually happy to let you reserve more than one slot. Talk about your cheap dates!


  It is simple to join the usher ranks. Each theater has its own system that generally works one of two ways that I call “freelance” or “fully committed.”


  The freelance version: All that is involved is making a reservation a week or two in advance and showing up an hour before the curtain rises. The house manager will give you a quick run-down on the seating plan (warning: you do need to be able to count to 12—sometimes even backwards—to understand this). Your job is to help seat the paying folks and enjoy the show. The freelance version is the way it works at many of the small- to medium-sized theaters.


  
    
      Pick a Price, Any Price!


      Just about every theater in D.C. offers some Pay-What-You-Can (PWYC) performances, discounted rush tickets for the day or week of the performance and great discounts for younger theatergoers. PWYC performances often take place during the previews of the shows but can also take place during the run. Following is a list of many of the discounts offered at D.C. theaters. If a theater you are interested in is not on the list, call or check its Web site as it will probably have a PWYC performance or some other discount available at some point during the run. The take-home message—never pay full price!


      Arena Stage: Offers half-priced tickets at the theater the day of the show. Also, if you are under 30, you can snag $10 tickets every Monday for that week’s performances.


      Folger Theater: Sells half-priced tickets at the box office one hour before showtime.


      Ford’s Theatre: $10 tickets for selected previews. Check its Web site for specific dates.


      Gala Hispanic Theater: Sells $18 rush tickets starting an hour and a half before showtime.


      Journeymen Theater: Every Wednesday is PWYC.


      Kennedy Center: Standing room tickets are available for sold-out shows, check prices at box office. The Attend program offers heavily discounted tickets to anyone 17 to 25. Register at www.kennedy-center.org/tickets/attend.


      Mead Theatre Lab at Flashpoint: The first two or three previews are always PWYC.


      Metro State: The first preview of every production is always PWYC ($10 is suggested).


      Rep Stage: All Wednesday evening performances are PWYC.


      Rorschack Theater: First three previews of every production are PWYC.


      Round House Theatre: The first preview of every show on the main stage is PWYC; anyone 25 or under can get $25 tickets for any production.


      Olney Theatre: $10 student tickets are available the day of the show and a PWYC performance on the Tuesday during previews for most shows.


      Shakespeare Theater Company: $10 standing-room tickets are available one hour before curtain for sold-out shows. Also, anyone 35 or under can try for $10 tickets on Tuesday for that week’s performances.


      Signature Theatre: $30 rush tickets are available one hour before all performances.


      Spooky Action Theater: The first three or four previews are PWYC.


      Studio Theatre: $30 rush tickets are available a half hour before curtain.


      Synetic Theatre: The last preview before opening night is PWYC.


      Theater Alliance: The first one or two previews are PWYC.


      Theater J: The first two previews are PWYC. Sunday nights are halfpriced.


      Washington Stage Guild: All previews are PWYC.


      Woolly Mammoth: Ten $15 “Stampede” tickets are sold two hours before most performances. The first two performances of most shows are PWYC and patrons 25 or under can buy $15 tickets to the production of their choice.

    

  


  The fully committed version: To join the corps of volunteer ushers at some of the larger theaters (Arena, Ford’s, Signature, etc.) you need to commit to ushering at least once for each production of the season. They may ask you to adhere to a set schedule throughout the season (for instance, you would always usher the first Thursday night performances of the run). You may be required to go through an orientation early in the season to learn the theater’s ushering protocol. Just as with freelance ushering, on the day of the performance show up early, help seat the suckers . . . err, I mean paying folks, and then enjoy the show.


  Adventure Theatre


  Glen Echo Park

  7300 MacArthur Blvd. (Oxford Road at MacArthur Boulevard)

  Glen Echo, MD

  (301) 634-2270

  www.adventuretheatre.org

  Ushers per performance: 2 to 3


  A delightful children’s theater company, Adventure produces a fun season of shows that are generally targeted for kids from age three to early teens. They use volunteer ushers as young as 12 or 13. It is pretty easy to sign up for a performance; just call and tell them when you want to come! They also have a Pay-What-You-Can performance on the Thursday before a show opens. A $5 donation is suggested.


  Arena Stage


  Permanent Address (under construction)

  1101 Sixth St., SW (at Maine Avenue)

  Temporary spaces:

  Crystal City 1800 S. Bell St. (at 20th St.), Arlington, VA

  Lincoln Theater 1215 U St., NW (at 14th St.)

  (202) 488-3300

  usher@arenastage.org

  www.arena-stage.org

  Ushers per performance: 26


  Arena Stage is an elder statesmen among American regional theaters. For more than 50 years it has been producing plays and musicals that attract some of the most talented actors, directors, and playwrights from across the county. Over the years they have developed a number of plays that have gone on to long runs in New York or internationally. Arena is in the midst of expanding its permanent home on 6th St. and in the interim has been staging its performances at other venues in the area.


  I have to tell you: it can be pretty competitive to nab a spot as an usher here. The first thing to do is sign up for the ushering email list on the ushering page of its Web site. Once you get an application to sign-up for a season of ushering (they are sent out over the summer) send it in immediately. Ushers are required to make a full-season commitment to work a specific day for each production throughout the season, and you are required to attend an orientation in September.


  Don’t fret if you don’t make the elite ushering list. Keep an eye on the theater’s blog for an invitation to an open-dress rehearsal held the night before the first preview of every show. There are even some refreshments! Also, there are a couple of discounted ticket options: for anyone under 30, every Monday there are $10 tickets available for the coming week’s performances. Finally, if they are available, anyone can pick up half-priced tickets at the box office the night of the show.


  Atlas Performing Arts Center


  1333 H St., NE (between 13th and 14th Sts.)

  (202) 399-7993, ext 2

  info@atlasarts.org

  www.atlasarts.org

  Ushers per performance: 2 to 8 (depending on the evening)


  Atlas is a gold mine of theater, music, and dance performances. This community-based arts center has dubbed itself “the people’s Kennedy Center.” Atlas has five separate venues and is home to three theater companies: Catalyst Theater, The Washington Savoyards, and the African Continuum Theatre Company. Because the Atlas has so many performances going on at one time, there is no guarantee you will get to see the show of your choice on the night you volunteer, but you will get a voucher to come back to see any other performance at the theater. To volunteer, email or call the box office.


  The American Century Theater


  2700 South Lang St. (at 28th St. S)

  Arlington, VA

  (703) 998-4555

  www.americancentury.org

  Ushers per performance: 2


  American Century is a small company specializing in producing twentieth-century American plays that include everything from works by Eugene O’Neill to Terrence McNally. To usher, send an email a few weeks in advance. All Wednesday performances are Pay-What-You-Can.


  The Bethesda Theatre


  7719 Wisconsin Ave. (at Cheltenham Street)

  Bethesda, MD

  (301) 657-7827

  ushers@bethesdatheatre.com

  www.bethesdatheatre.com

  Ushers per performance: 4 to 6


  The Bethesda is out to make you smile. Every season the theater plays host to a series of lighthearted off-Broadway musicals, plays, and one-man shows touring the country. Past shows include Forbidden Broadway, Menopause, The Musical, and Alter Boyz. Send an email to find out more about the ushering program. If you are up for a double feature, usher on Friday or Saturday nights, when performances are followed by a late-night comedy improv show.


  
    
      Dress the Part


      While no special skills or training are needed to be a volunteer usher, a nice pair of black pants and a crisp white shirt are often required. Many theaters do ask you to look the role, although you are playing the part for only one evening. The dress codes vary from black and white (black pants and a white shirt) to all black, while some just ask you to look respectable. Be sure to ask what to wear when making reservations. Most theaters are flexible in these requirements, but some do take them very seriously and will not allow you to usher if you are not dressed properly.

    

  


  Dance Place


  3225 8th St., NE (at Kearny Street)

  (202) 269-1600

  www.danceplace.org

  Ushers per performance: 4


  Dance Place is considered one of the main hubs for dance in D.C. Every weekend it hosts performances of modern and African dances by companies from D.C. and elsewhere. Call to sign up for an ushering slot.


  Folger Shakespeare Library


  201 E. Capitol St., SE (at 2nd St.)

  (202) 544-4600 (general number)

  (202) 675-0391 (ushering)

  (202) 544-7077 (box office)

  Volunteer@folger.edu

  www.folger.edu

  Ushers per performance: 7 to 8


  The Folger is the world’s largest collection of Shakespeare materials and a treasure trove of free opportunities to get your fill of Will. It offers a season of wide-ranging performances that includes not only Shakespeare but also readings, lectures, music, and family performances. You can usher for any one of those shows or events. To sign up for a performance, send an email with your specific request or ask to be added to the ushering mailing list. The Folger has a pretty large ushering pool, so slots usually fill up far in advance, but you can always call to try for a last-minute opening. It also offers free tours of its exhibitions, historic theater and building, and (during the summer) garden. The tours happen Monday through Friday at 11 a.m. and 3 p.m. and Saturdays at 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. Finally, don’t miss the annual celebration of Shakespeare’s birthday each April. The raucous family celebration is free and includes performances, crafts, games, period musicians, magic shows, and, of course, cake for all!


  Ford’s Theatre


  511 10th St., NW (between E and F Streets)

  (202) 347-4833 (box office)

  (202) 434-9522 (ushering)

  volunteer@fords.org

  www.fords.org

  Ushers per performance: 15 to 20


  On the evening of April 14, 1865, Ford’s Theatre became the most infamous theater in the country with the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. Ford’s has embraced its tragic history and is dedicated to keeping the ideals of leadership and humanity and the wisdom of Abraham Lincoln alive. The newly renovated theater presents a lineup of productions from and about Lincoln’s time. It uses volunteer ushers for all performances; to reserve a slot, email or call with your request. It is usually possible to get an ushering slot a few days to a week in advance.


  The theater puts together other less-formal readings and performances that are free as well. Check out the Web site for a schedule of those events. You can also take a free tour of the historic theater, museum, and the Petersen House across the street where Lincoln was taken after he was shot. The tours are free but they do require a ticket for timed entrances. Line up at the box office for same-day tickets starting at 8:30 a.m. Tickets are given out on a first-come, first-served basis. You can reserve advanced tickets, but they charge you a few bucks for that.


  
    
      All the World’s a Cheap Bastard!


      On one night every year, Cheap Bastards far and wide gather together to join in on a one-of-a-kind event that seems too good to be true. The event Free Night of Theater takes place in mid-October every year and happens in cities across the country, including D.C. and Baltimore. On this night, theaters throw open their doors for folks to attend any of the area’s major theaters (Arena Stage, Bethesda Theater, Folger Theater, Roundhouse, Shakespeare Theater, Woolly Mammoth, and many others) completely free of charge. Why do they do this? Simple: they want to turn on more people to the joy of a night at the theater, and there is nothing like making it free to bring in the throngs! There are a limited number of free tickets available for each show, and they go fast. Reservations are only accepted online, and the tickets go “on sale” about two weeks prior to the event. For more information, go to www.freenightoftheater.net or www.lowt.org/fnot/fnothome.

    

  


  Gala Hispanic Theatre


  3333 14th St., NW (at Park Road)

  (202) 234-7174

  info@galatheatre.org

  www.galatheatre.org

  Ushers per performance: 5


  This “theater with a different accent” presents classical and contemporary plays in Spanish and English as well as a full schedule of dance and musical performances. Volunteer ushers are used for all performances; call or email as late as the day of the performance, and you may be able to grab a spot. Of course, if you can contact the theater a week or so in advance, you are almost sure to get in on the day you want. You can also pick up $18 rush tickets starting an hour and a half before showtime. If you feel like getting down and dirty, you can pitch in with some tech work during the production. Anyone who helps out for five hours earns a free ticket to the show. Sign up for the theater’s mailing list for more discount offers.


  In The Series


  1835 14th St., NW (at T Street)

  (202) 204-7769

  www.inseries.org

  Ushers per performance: 3


  This unique company produces an eclectic season of shows that include opera, cabaret, and musical theater as well as Latino programs and one Mozart production every year. To usher, call a week or two before the day you would like to attend.


  Journeymen Theater


  Church Street Theater

  1742 Church St., NW (between 17th and 18th and Q & P Streets)

  (202) 669-7229

  www.journeymentheater.org

  Ushers per performance: 2 to 4


  The Journeymen produces thought-provoking and entertaining shows that in some, not-always-obvious ways go along with its faith-based mission. The often-surprising mix of plays ranges from classics by Molière and Gogol to new plays by up-and-coming writers and theater artists. To reserve an ushering spot, call the office a few days prior. Journeyman also has a Pay-What-You-Can performance every Wednesday. You can attend a series of free readings of new plays on the morning of the second Saturday of every month. Check its Web site for location and details.


  Olney Theatre Center


  2001 Olney Sandy Spring Rd. (between Route 108 and Dr. Bird Road)

  Olney, MD

  (301) 924-4485 ext 250 (ushering hotline)

  www.olneytheatre.org

  Ushers per performance: 6 to 15 (depending on venue)


  Every year Olney produces a jam-packed season of eight or more productions of twentieth-century American classics, musicals, new plays, and area premieres. To join the ushering corps, you have to commit to usher at every show throughout the season. To apply, call the ushering hotline. The theater offers $10 student rush tickets available on the night of the performance and a Pay-What-You-Can performance for most shows on the Tuesday performance during previews. Every summer Olney also presents a free Shakespeare production.


  Rep Stage


  10901 Little Patuxent Parkway (at Harpers Farm Road)

  Columbia, MD

  (410) 772-4900

  www.repstage.org

  Ushers per performance: 4


  The Rep Stage is a small professional theater housed on the Howard County Community College campus outside of D.C. that has built a big reputation for presenting quality productions of contemporary American plays and has received numerous Helen Hayes awards. To usher, call the box office a week or two in advance. Performances on Wednesday nights are Pay-What-You-Can.


  Round House Theatre


  4545 East-West Hwy. (between Pearl and Waverly streets); Bethesda, MD

  8641 Colesville Rd. (between Fenton street and Georgia Avenue); Silver Spring, MD

  (240) 644-1099

  volunteer@roundhousetheatre.org

  www.round-house.org

  Ushers per performance: 4 to 8 (depending on the venue)


  The Round House is one of the leading professional theaters in the D.C. area producing more then 200 performances per year on the main stage theater in Bethesda and the black box theater in Silver Spring. Round House has built a national reputation for adapting literary works to the stage. It has a large and devoted following of ushers that sign up for a full season of ushering starting in the summer. Ushers sign up for dates as if it were a season subscription, so you are set to show up for a specific performance for each production (i.e., the second Saturday night of every production.) To sign up for an “ushering subscription,” send an email expressing interest and the theater will let you know when sign-ups begin. You can also get on the on-call list to pick up a slot when there is a last-minute opening. There are also a number of other ways to see productions at the Round House for free (or seriously cheap). The first preview of every show on the main stage is Pay-What-You-Can. Tickets go on sale for this performance one hour before curtain. At the Silver Spring theater there are many free readings and performances throughout the year. Check out the Silver Spring page of the Web site for upcoming events.


  
    
      Free Will


      If you’re a regular at the Shakespeare Theater Company, or you browse through The
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