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Ken:
We are going to try to talk today about some things that we might be able to do to make the quality of life in Chicago a lot better by reducing our commute if that’s possible. And the guy to talk with about that is Daniel Kay Hertz, back here again in the big chair.

Daniel:
Thank you very much for having me.

Ken:
Daniel we should mention is a senior policy analyst at the Center for…

Daniel:
Tax and Budget Accountability.

Ken:
Tax and Budget. I rehearsed it all morning long, Center for Tax and Budget Accountability, the CTBA right here in Chicago, but he’s not here today in that role. Actually, Daniel is here today in his capacity as a writer and thinker, urbanist writer about urban policy because he has a life outside of CTBA, and we’re going to talk about a bunch of those things today too. Although I must tell you that I’ve always been jealous of senior policy analysts. 

Daniel:
It’s a sweet gig.

Ken:
[Chuckles] Yeah. I’m not exactly sure what SPAs do, but it sure sounds good and I think it’s a great gig actually.

Daniel:
Yeah.

Ken:
You have assistants?

Daniel:
No. No assistants, no.

Ken:
Budget and expense accounts, travel budgets and all. 

Daniel:
Lavish. No, if we switched to the other side of the aisle maybe we could get some grant money.

Ken:
[Laughs] That’s true. See now you’re thinking. That’s what a policy analyst does is think about solutions like that. All right, so getting serious, a couple of weeks ago you wrote a really nice piece for the South Side Journal talking about the much-vaunted CTA extension of the Red Line to 130th Street, something that I think most people just would just on the face of it say, “Yeah, great idea. We need to connect all the way to the people down at Altgeld Gardens and so forth.” But you actually, and some others before you have posited that there’s a way to do essentially the same thing without laying one piece of track.

Daniel:
Yeah. So the piece in the South Side Weekly was sort of about transit on the south side in general, but one of the big things that I talked about was the fact that the south side has this like sort of secondary ghost rail network, which is the Metra.

Ken:
Oh that, yeah.

Daniel:
Right, and there’s actually more Metra stations on the south side than there are L stations, but they are really really really underutilized, probably because the trains don’t come very often, right, so they will only come once an hour maybe outside of rush hour. They are more expensive than the CTA, and you can’t use a CTA pass on them, and you can’t transfer between the bus and the rail like a lot of people do on the L. But they really represent this like amazing opportunity to sort of double the L network on the south side. And people have talked about it in terms of the Metra electric line that runs on the sort of south lake front down through Hyde Park and at the South Shore. But another branch of that Metra electric line actually runs straight through [00:04:31 Rosaline], Pullman, almost exactly the area where the Red Line extension would go. And there’s already track there. There’s already stations every half-mile. Trains already carry passengers there. It’s just a matter of changing the service basically. So yeah, so I talked about that.

00:04:52 

Ken:
We’re going to put a map up on the screen here so that we can kind of figure out where we’re going, but right now if everything goes right you’re looking at a shot right now of this CTA’s plan. So imagine in your head it starts at the Dan Ryan at 95th Street, and then it kind of winds along some railroad track and gets down along South Aberdeen and then ends up at 130th Street. But it uses existing, or partially abandoned in some cases rail right of way, right? 


Daniel:
Right. It uses freight rail right of way that’s sort of built I believe to the side of what’s now a freight train right of way.
Ken:
So not too different from what happened with the Orange Line when they built portions of the Orange Line.
Daniel:
Very similar to what happened at the Orange Line. And the benefit to that obviously is you don’t have to build a subway. You don’t have to build… For the most part you don’t have to build elevated track, although there will be part of it that would be elevated, and it’s cheap, right. You don’t have to acquire a bunch of land that’s currently occupied by somebody else. You know the downside is, and this is true of the Orange Line too, it’s really hard or can be hard to sort of walk places, right, so freight districts are not necessarily where people are trying to go a lot of the time, although sometimes there are jobs around them. So this is something else I talked about in the piece was on the north side part of what makes the transit work on the north side is that the stations are generally sort of nestled into pretty dense neighborhoods. And so you step off of the Fullerton Red Line or you step off of…
Ken:
Belmont.
Daniel:
Belmont or the Damon stop on the Blue Line and you’re just in the middle of this like bustling neighborhood. On the south side partly because those two, two of the major lines on the south side are pretty new, the Red Line which runs in the middle of a massive expressway, and then the Orange Line which runs in a freight district, you can’t do that. And so those are lines that are really designed for people to transfer to buses to get to and from. You know, without really excellent bus service that really discourages people from using it. 
Ken:
I think we’ve already sort of digressed here, but it’s a fascinating digression, because I really had never understood these numbers before you wrote about them, this idea that, talking about the north side versus the south side, and in general we’re talking the north side. We’re talking sort of north of the…
Daniel:
North of North Avenue, including West Town which goes a little below there too.
Ken:
Yeah. And the south side we’re talking like the Stevenson Expressway South.
Daniel:
Basically, yeah.
Ken:
These are not the community maps of Chicago. These are just sort of like impressionistic blobs, north and south. 
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
But when you compare them they both have about 30 miles of CTA track. I would never have guessed that. As familiar as I am with the CTA route map, I would have thought there was much more trackage on the north than in the south. That’s not true.
Daniel:
Yeah, I was a little bit surprised by that too actually. Right. So there’s roughly the same number of miles of track, roughly the same population which I was also surprised by.
Ken:
Yeah, also amazing, 1.1 you said.
Daniel:
A little over a million people. But yeah, the difference is the south side is almost twice as big physically, right.
Ken:
That’s the critical part, yeah.
Daniel:
Yeah, so that’s a really big deal. So when you actually sort of add up where people and jobs are we found roughly six out of ten people and jobs on the north side are within walking distance of an L station, and it’s only two out of ten on the south side.
Ken:
That’s incredible.
Daniel:
Yeah, and people take transit when it’s convenient, right, and if it’s more than a ten-minute walk or so to the L station it’s unlikely you are going to make that part of your regular commute.
Ken:
Also you found, again, this doesn’t surprise us as people who study the City of Chicago that more people who live north use the CTA Rapid Transit System to get downtown.
Daniel:
Right.
Ken:
People in the south tend not to need it to go downtown as often, and of course the whole system is so downtown-oriented, Metra and CTA and the expressways, everything leads downtown which is a huge problem.
Daniel:
Right. Yeah. The system has been designed since the 1800s to get people mostly to and from downtown, especially the rail. So why would people take public transit? They take it either because it’s faster, because traffic is so bad, and that’s true somewhat. Certainly trains are much more likely to be faster than traffic in Chicago than buses since we basically don’t do bus lanes, unlike many many other cities, or because of parking. You know parking in downtown Chicago is a pain and it’s really expensive. Even upper middle class, upper class people who work downtown are much more likely to take the train to avoid that hassle. And if you’re going elsewhere in the City those trade-offs don’t work quite in the same way.
00:10:30

Ken:
So, the extension to 130th Street is something that I think is pretty universally agreed would be a good idea. But as you point out, the intrinsic problem, once you get south of the Stevenson Expressway is that the number of people per whatever, per unit, per square foot, per square mile, per block, whatever it is, the number of people is way way smaller than it is when you get north.


Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
So you have to build a lot more infrastructure per person to be efficient, well not to be efficient, but just to make it work.
Daniel:
To make it work, right. The Red Line extension would be great, to have the Red Line go down to 130th Street would be great, but there’s no one line or extension that would revolutionize transit access on the south side, because it is relatively disbursed.
Ken:
So you’re never going to have that Red Line backbone, that spine that you have running from downtown virtually all the way into Evanston or [00:11:36 Winette]. I mean every station is critical.
Daniel:
Yeah. And I mean to be clear, you know the south side it’s not as if it’s prairie land, right. I think I found the areas within walking distance to transit on the south side is something like 15,000 people per square mile, which is half of the north side.
Ken:
It’s 15,000 people.
Daniel:
It’s still quite dense and when you hear people sort of throw out numbers about like well how dense do you need to be to sort of justify rail transit, often the number that gets thrown out is 10,000 people per square mile. 
Ken:
Is that right?
Daniel:
It’s well in that range. I mean I think the issue is you know the north side of Chicago is really one of the handful of examples of places in the country where transit really works well.
Ken:
A little Manhattan or something.
Daniel:
Yeah, right, central Boston, central DC, and that’s like kind of it, and the south side just doesn’t meet that standard of service. It just doesn’t work that way.
Ken:
You south side people that’s your problem, you’re just not efficient enough. [Chuckles] You’re not numerous enough or something. But that’s kind of a joke except that it’s not, because it gets us into this whole TOD discussion about Transit Oriented Development, and that’s really becoming a critical piece of where we’re going as we look to the future of Chicago. I mean the future of Chicago is not the Kennedy Expressway in my opinion.
Daniel:
Yeah. I mean it can’t be. One of the things that I think needs to be part of the discussion is the fact that like, in addition to the environmental stuff and the social stuff, which is all important, cars are just really spatially inefficient. Just like they take up a massive amount of room per person, and that’s why if you look at the Kennedy Expressway at rush hour you can have five lanes in each direction that are completely packed with cars, and then essentially space the size of two lanes with the Blue Line running in the middle, and there’s more people on one of those Blue Line trains at rush hour than there are in every car that you see in that photo. 
Ken:
Well, I mean a well-packed eight-car train is 1,000 people or more, right?
Daniel:
I think that’s about right, yeah.
Ken:
So imagine 1,000 people, if you took your helicopter ride over any expressway, the Kennedy at 8 o’clock in the morning and you could pinpoint 1,000 people.
Daniel:
Right. And at rush hour most people are driving alone at rush hour, so it’s probably 800 cars, and that’s a crazy number of cars, right, and each car requires 30 feet or whatever, plus a buffer between them and the next car if they’re moving. I mean it just doesn’t work. So just from a sort of space efficiency point of view, yeah, designing streets so that sort of transit is the primary way that people get around makes sense.
Ken:
Of course we really just kind of come down to this conundrum don’t we, if we could just sort of like pick Chicago up and float it up in the air about a mile and then rebuilt the infrastructure and put it back down then we could do all these things, but we can’t. We can’t do that.


Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
We are kind of stuck in a way with what our forefathers, although I would say our mid-century forefathers kind of did to us.


Daniel:
Right, like our uncles or somethings. 
Ken:
Our uncles, exactly. [Laughs] 
00:15:20
Daniel:
I mean so that’s right, and Chicago is not a boomtown anymore, so it’s not like we’re completely rebuilding our urban fabric every generation like we were for a while. So yeah, so that’s one of the reasons that I focus in the piece a lot on bus service, because given what Chicago actually looks like, and especially the south side, but also the north side, and certainly the suburbs, there’s no way to get good transit service without having having excellent bus service. I think we have a tendency in the United States because of our very particular urban history to think of bus service as something that has to be sort of second rate. It has to be bad, and in much of the rest of the world that’s just not true.


And even in Chicago, you know I point out in the piece that along the north lake front, and some of the wealthiest neighborhoods in the City, the most common way to get to work is the bus, because they have these lake front express buses. It’s too far from the train for most people to walk, and yeah, the fastest most convenient way is a bus. People take it if that’s what you give them.


Ken:
Because in that case you almost have bus rapid transit. You almost have bus lanes because you’ve got Lakeshore Drive.
Daniel:
You’ve got Lakeshore Drive. It would be better if there was actual bus lanes.
Ken:
That’s true, but there’s almost de facto bus lanes on Lakeshore Drive during the rush hour, because there’s so many of them they kind of create their own. But the point nevertheless is the same, that if you can make it efficient enough that those buses can move faster than traffic they are going to become popular. And I think it’s also worth saying, I don’t know if you would agree with this statement, but I believe that the CTA has fairly dramatically improved in the last I don’t know how many years, let’s just say ten, but over the recent years. And just the physical quality of the buses is significantly better than it was ten or 15 years ago. 
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
Again, with all the electronics on them, so you know what stop you’re at, the bus stations now many of them have predictors on them telling you approximately when the bus is going to come, to the extent that it’s even possible to know traffic.
Daniel:
Right.
Ken:
So the bus experience is better than it was when I was taking them to high school, let’s put it that way, but the biggest problem is that they are slow. They can’t make it through traffic any better, so if that’s the case, if it’s not going to be any faster for me to get from this point to this point on a bus, well then I might as well just drive and at least I can listen to music that I like or something. It’s just crazy.
Daniel:
Right.
Ken:
Fix it. You’re a senior policy analyst. I say fix it.
Daniel:
So buses are always going to have some advantages over driving, which is that it’s cheaper. You can not pay attention to the road and just sort of read or zone out or whatever. You don’t have to park at the end, but the problem is like you said…
Ken:
That’s a big one, yeah.
Daniel:
Like you said, unless they have their own lane of traffic they are going to be slower because they have to make stops in the way that a private car doesn’t have to do. And then the other big one actually, almost as big a deal or as big a deal as how fast it goes once you get on the bus is how long do you have to wait for the bus to show up. And so that’s one place where, at least in some places we’ve fallen behind, not just in Chicago but around the country that there’s been this sort of steady erosion of frequency of buses. And you know, if you have to wait certainly more than ten or 15 minutes that’s a deal breaker for most people.
Ken:
Is that because of money or is it other factors?
Daniel:
Um, money is definitely a part of it. I think there’s some – I’m not going to be able to speak about it off the cuff, but I think there is definitely some concern about sort of efficiency of operations. But for the most part I think it’s money, but there has been a cutback in service nationally in bus service.
00:19:58
Ken:
There was a big debate that seems to have very much cooled off about building the Bus Rapid Transit on Ashland Avenue. I mean I get the sense that it’s legally and technically still alive, but for all other purposes it’s just not going to happen.


Daniel:
Yeah, I mean I don’t have any particular like political insight on that. But yeah, it does seem to have been dropped, which is unfortunate that they couldn’t find some sort of compromised solution to that, because one of Chicago’s big needs is to be able to travel across the City without going to downtown, and this was a really cost-effective way of doing that. But you know, the things that they were going to do on Ashland, the bus lanes, prepaying before you get on the bus, you know these are things that we can apply to routes across the City, so hopefully we will see it. The CTA they’ve launched a prepay pilot at Belmont on the Blue Line, so they have like a little pin where you tap your card and you go in the pin and then when the bus comes you can just walk on. So hopefully we will see things like that sort of spread throughout the City. We don’t need to wait for the sort of big marque projects to do that. 
Ken:
But again, I just hate to be the cynic on this, but you come up from the subway, you tap your card, you’re all ready to get on the bus and move about a half a block then sit there for five minutes, because you’re right by the expressway and Belmont doesn’t move either direction for a mile.

Daniel:
Yeah.

Ken:
So good luck you know.

Daniel:
And before the parking meter deal, I mean this is actually a place where the parking meter deal comes up, before the parking meter deal the City actually had a plan to create a network of I think at least rush hour bus lanes by removing parking. But now we have to pay whoever owns that contract.

Ken:
Whichever.

Daniel:
Right, whichever…

Ken:
Conglomerate owns it today.

Daniel:
For every hour that every space is out of commission, so it’s now much more expensive to do that.

00:22:15
Ken:
So as long as we’re on this topic let’s just bring up another huge controversy which is, I don’t know if it is that much of a controversy any more, but the Belmont flyover, which I believe is like a real thing now.


Daniel:
Oh yeah, that’s moving forward. That’s moving forward.

Ken:
We’ve argued about that a lot on this show here. We’ve had lots of people on who say that it’s just a boondoggle and it’s a train in the sky and all that. I am a firm believer that this is a good thing.

Daniel:
Yeah.

Ken:
And I am a firm believer that what it will be able to do is seriously add a great number of trains during rush hour, because everybody rides the Red or the Blue, or the Brown, you know that there just never seems to be enough trains. And you think to yourself, why can’t they just – how much could cost to put another train on this? It can’t be that much. So, I don’t know, I don’t know all the numbers, but I get geeky about this stuff. You sit there on the train and you’re thinking well the line is only X-number of miles long, what if they put three more trains on. That would be 3,000 more people that you could jam in here.

Daniel:
Yeah.

Ken:
But the answer is they just simply can’t, because they can’t get them through that junction. They can’t get them through that Clark Junction. 

Daniel:
Yeah. This was a sort of a little bit of confusion when this was first laid out that it was sort of being sold or talked about as like a timesaver. And people I think not unreasonably said, “Well, wait a minute, yeah, sometimes I wait for 20 seconds or 30 seconds or sometimes a minute, but this is a pretty dramatic surgery to do for 30 seconds.” Although as an aside we do insane things for highway to save 30 seconds. 

Ken:
Are you kidding me? Yeah, we’ll add in a whole lane, right.
Daniel:
Or not even, right, but that’s not an unreasonable point, but right, I think the fact that it’s most valuable for exactly what you said, but you can add more capacity. And you know the Red and Brown Lines have been growing in ridership so fast that they really are, at least on the Red Line pushing up against their capacity at rush hour. And so yeah, adding more trains sort of relief is a big deal. 
Ken:
I have so many things I want to talk to you about here I have to figure it out. But you know, we had a little bit of an email exchange before the show, I’m just wondering if somebody sitting… I have this obsession about the future. I just want to know everything. I want to be put in a box and transported to this exact location 50 years from now. I can’t figure out, if you look at the last 50 years Chicago really hasn’t changed very much in 50 years. I mean there’s been some change, but physically.
Daniel:
…’67?
Ken:
Yeah, since ’67.
Daniel:
Uh, yeah, most of urban rail was done by then.
Ken:
I’ve been around for all that time and I could find my way around…
Daniel:
Although I see old pictures of downtown from the 60s, and that looks completely transformed.
Ken:
Yeah, sure, lots and lots of buildings have been built, but Chicago itself really isn’t very different than it was 50 years ago. So I have every reason to believe that Chicago 50 years from now won’t be much different than it is now. We will still be having the same political arguments about the same old things.
Daniel:
That seems likely. 
Ken:
And we will have shrunk in size and we will have shrunk in stature, and we will probably be the fifth largest city in the country, sixth if you include Toronto and all that, right. So, I am a little reluctant to look too far into the future, but there’s one thing Daniel…
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
And it’s this thing about autonomous cars.
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
I actually do think that this is kind of like an IPhone-level social change that is about to unleash itself on us. And I wonder if, of course we know that people will be watching this show 50 years now, because they will say, “Let’s take a look at what people were saying about…” 
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
People watching this show 50 years from now will be laughing their assess off at us, saying, “Look at them, they were still talking about building a heavy rail line an extra two miles for $2-billion.” The people who got it right were the people who were adding lanes to the tristate, because what we really need is more lanes and more highway, because everything is going to be autonomous vehicles and it’s going to be so efficient and so clean and so wonderful that the whole world is going to completely change. You don’t have to drive your car downtown and park it. You just tap your number in, a car shows up at your door. It takes you to work. It goes and does something else.
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
The world is completely different.
Daniel:
Yeah. I think the skeptic’s take on that would be #1 that my understanding of the technology which is not…far from complete, but my understanding is that we are quite close to, we already have pretty good technology for self-driving where the driver can sort of relax a little bit and not be sort of calling all the shots, but they still need to be supervising the vehicle. The most transformational stuff that you’re talking about, it really needs to be 100% autonomous, right. If you have to have a person there it ruins everything. 
00:27:46
Ken:
So how long will that take, ten years?
Daniel:
So who knows? I don’t know. Let’s say it is pretty soon, let’s say it’s ten years, then you basically get into the same space efficiency problem. Autonomous vehicles have exactly the same issue as regular cars, which is they are just incredibly space-inefficient. 
Ken:
But they don’t though, because if we build smart roadways they will be six inches apart from each other.
Daniel:
Even that, you are sort of nibbling around the edges. And you know, we’re talking a difference of 15-20 times the space. Reducing is 12 is just not…
Ken:
I just think that we are being really kind of a little bit naïve about this, because for example, just for example, if you had a six-lane road you don’t need to have HOVs, high occupancy vehicle things. The car can weigh how many people are in it and the system can say, ‘Oh, this car has three people in it. We’re going to reserve this lane. For the next hour and a half we are going to reserve this lane for cars with four people in it and this lane for three people,’ and do-do-do, it all just sorts out in some computer down in Atlanta somewhere.
Daniel:
It still doesn’t get you there. It still doesn’t get you there with the numbers. I mean it would be complete gridlock anywhere within miles of downtown. The flip side of this though…
Ken:
I hear them laughing at you. [Laughs] 
Daniel:
The flip side of this though is autonomous buses.
Ken:
That’s what I was going to say, that’s the other part about it, if you can have an autonomous car that will carry four people you can have an autonomous bus that will carry 60 people. What I’m saying is, and I hate to say this because I love heavy transit infrastructure, but the days of building subways and stuff, I think those days might be gone.
Daniel:
Well they might be gone just because it’s become so expensive that we can’t do it anymore. 


Ken:
But I mean our love affair with them might be…
Daniel:
Just the geometry, just the geometry of it means that any place where you really want to get like lots and lots and lots of people together in one place we do not have anything that is better at that than heavy rail, or maybe really efficient buses, and autonomous vehicles aren’t going to come close to that.
I think what is potentially revolutionary is we talked about is a big big deal with buses is how frequently do they come. You know the main constraint on that is paying the drivers. You know, if Uber can come around and say the cost to operate one of these autonomous vehicles is actually extremely low per mile, and we can have an Uber bus come every two minutes along major streets, that could be a really big deal.

Ken:
And during rush hour they are just free. You just walk on them because there are so many of them that are just running like crazy.
Daniel:
Right.
Ken:
And boy, think about what an economic boost that would be to a city. This is like the nuclear power too cheap to meter, buses too cheap to have fare boxes on them.
Daniel:
Uh, right, except for the drivers potentially, right. But yeah. And then you’re already starting to see some of them sort of figure this out. Like Lyft now has Lyft Line which is essentially a bus. It’s sort of the joke in the sort of transit land is we get to watch these companies like Lyft and Uber sort of discover why public transit exists.
Ken:
[Laughs] 
Daniel:
Once you get above a certain level of volume the math becomes overwhelming, that like oh wait, we need to put these people…
Ken:
Wow! What if we made the vehicle bigger and put more people in it.
Daniel:
Yeah. I mean that’s where they’ve been going.
00:31:45
Ken:
Right, right. Anyway, our guest today is Daniel Kay Hertz. He’s an urban writer, a thinker about public transit and big cities and how they all work together. I had hoped that we would get to spend a little bit of time today talking about some of the other pieces you’ve written on other topics, like the accidental desegregation of elementary schools, which I find incredibly interesting. Let’s do this, let’s talk a little bit about something that’s in the news right now, which is Jefferson Park and that incredibly red-hot 1957 all over again kind of debate that’s going on up there, because John Arena wants to build a building with a few low-income units in it. 


Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
You would think that the earth had collapsed into itself.
Daniel:
Yeah. It’s sad that that’s still an issue, although in some ways not surprising. Yeah, I mean I will say I’m a little heartened, yesterday we had seven north side aldermen get up and say, including Arena, get up and say that they were committed to bringing at least 50 units of public housing into their wards as a sort of desegregation measure. And you know, Arena has stood his ground in the face of really amazing vitriol.
Ken:
He has. It’s been amazing to watch, and it’s a kind of a weird profile and courage that we’re not accustomed to our aldermen doing. It’s just not something we’ve seen happen.
Daniel:
Right.
Ken:
And I would have to say that there doesn’t seem to be much of a political upside to it for him either. I mean it seems like a good way to get unelected in Chicago.
Daniel:
And my understanding is the guy who has run against him the last two elections, right, is helping lead the opposition, Garrido.
Ken:
Very much so, yeah, because the Arena Garrido election has been going on for…
Daniel:
For decades now, right.
Ken:
And won’t stop anytime soon.
Daniel:
Right.
Ken:
But it is interesting to me that something as I would say almost innocuous as this proposal could have sparked such a strong reaction. And the argument that the opponents are using is an argument of density, that Jefferson Park is a low-density area and there shouldn’t be a building of this size. What’s fascinating to me is that we’ve had this conversation going on about transit oriented development forever, and the Jefferson Park Blue Line extension to O’Hare was built in the 60s and 70s I believe, right.
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
If I’m not mistaken I think the Jefferson Park Station was built, that was the end of the line for many years. And what you’ve seen out there is transit oriented development. I mean I happen to use that station a lot, and if you walk within anywhere between three and four blocks in almost a direct circle from that station, you’re going to run into nothing but big apartment buildings, all of them built pretty much since the extension went in, all of them built because of access to the Blue Line.
Daniel:
Yeah. It’s funny when you hear people describe Jefferson Park as a low-density neighborhood, because it’s not particularly low density.
Ken:
No.
Daniel:
Like you said, there’s a lot of apartment buildings around there. I mean this is actually something I sort of looked into maybe two months ago. Most people in the Jefferson Park community area live in apartment buildings, the majority of people. The majority of land is single family homes just because they take up more space, right.
Ken:
Right, but the number of people…
Daniel:
But the number of people, most people live in apartment buildings, and so it’s sort of an interesting case of community identity being built around.
Ken:
Well I think some of it is just that Jefferson Park and Portage Park just get kind of smooshed together as one thing, and Portage Park is much more of a bungalow-built kind of community, but Jeff Park really isn’t. I’m not speaking from authority, I’m just speaking as somebody who walks through that neighborhood a lot, and it just strikes me as kind of an odd choice to make if you are going to argue against this building using density as your argument.
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
Because it’s just on the face of it not all that true. 
Daniel:
Yeah, but that’s a well-worn excuse to put it bluntly for opposition to affordable housing. 
00:36:33
Ken:
Well, we’re going to pull this topic back up again and talk about it some more, and I know we’re going to ask you to come back lots more.
Daniel:
I would love to.
Ken:
Because there’s just so many things to talk about, so we will do that again another time. All right?
Daniel:
Cool. 
Ken:
Okay, Daniel Kay Hertz, he actually works for the CTBA, the Center for Tax and Budget Accountability. Our friends have them on the show all the time, but today we’re talking to him in his unofficial capacity as an urbanologist here in Chicago. And I must say, a defender of modernist architect. Oh come on, let’s take one more minute, the Thompson Center, do you think it should be saved?
Daniel:
Yes, I think it should be saved. I realize that it does not have a lot of lovers. I realize that it is in really bad shape, but I am thoroughly convinced that if we tear down the Thompson Center, in 40 years, in 2060 or whatever, when they are publishing those lost Chicago books, the atrium of the Thompson Center will be in there and our kids and grandkids will be like, “How could they ever have torn that down?”
Ken:
Like one of the great railroad stations or something.
Daniel:
Like the great railroad stations, like the federal courthouse, yeah.
Ken:
You know, I have to agree with you on that, I really do. I mean I think the Thompson Center is an architectural disaster from an engineering point of view.
Daniel:
That may be, yeah.
Ken:
This is one of these things like, well don’t get me started on [00:38:00 Meese] and all his buildings and how he didn’t know how to engineer a building, he just knew how to make them look good. Okay, all right, I withdraw that statement. I know there are a lot of people who would argue with that. But the point is the Thompson Center was always a disaster, the heating and ventilation and the light control and all that. A lot of it was because corners were cut on the construction for the glass and everything else. But, having said all of that, there is something so dramatic about walking into the atrium 30 years on, I still walk in and look up. 
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
Because it’s an astounding piece of…
Daniel:
Coming in from the Blue Line and taking the escalator up and it sort of like reveals itself.
Ken:
Yeah.
Daniel:
No, it’s a spectacular building and it’s one of the…
Ken:
If you can get yourself past the tawdry food court and everything else and the lousy interior landscaping, I mean everything, it’s all cheap, but the essence of that building is magnificent, and I agree, it’s going to be a huge loss to lose it. But I just don’t see, I think the deck is just so stacked against it at this point that I don’t see how it can possibly be saved. 
Daniel:
Yeah, that may be true, but yeah, it would be losing…you know, architectural styles comes in and out of fashion. Right now the Thompson Center is very post-modern.
Ken:
Post post post.
Daniel:
Post-modern is not very cool right now, but you know, mid-century modernism wasn’t cool 20 years ago and then [00:39:32] happened and now it’s very hip. Post-modernism will come back. That seems, going by the history it seems very very likely and if and when it does it will be a shame to say that we threw away what was maybe the most spectacular post-modern building in the City.
00:39:52
Ken:
I just saw a little item in DNA Info the other day about a 1956 bilevel in Peterson Park that just sold for like $600,000 or something, because it’s in pristine condition. It was only owned by two people or something. 
Daniel:
I know.
Ken:
So there is definitely a market for that, I don’t know. I’ve got to part with you on your insane defense of the four-plus-one. Four-plus-one is the crabgrass and dandelion of architecture, and it is a blight on everything around it. It is awful. It has destroyed entire neighborhood and they should all be demolished tomorrow. I don’t want to go too far.
Daniel:
Well, I like dandelions.
Ken:
So do I. I demean dandelions by saying that.
Daniel:
Yeah.
Ken:
Dandelions can be beautiful.
Daniel:
I mean four-plus-ones, you know, I understand they have some issues. You compare them to the sort of beautiful 1920s apartment buildings. They are missing some of the frills.
Ken:
Yeah.
Daniel:
But you know, they have some of their own sort of architectural whirly gigs on the first floor.
Ken:
No they don’t.
Daniel:
From a planning perspective, they were one of the last forms of building that we could do in Chicago that were sort of low-rise high density, right.
Ken:
If you want to make the density argument you’re going to win me back over a little bit, but no way. No way. These buildings are trash and they have not withstood the weathering of time. They just were a terrible mistake. They were interim technology or something.
Daniel:
So when I lived in Edgewater right down the block from me was a four-plus-one that had been rehabbed by one of these companies that buys up properties all over and does a gut-rehab. They had done it and put a new coat of paint, new whatever whatever. You know I looked at their listings when I was looking at that neighborhood, I couldn’t afford to live in that building. So, in at least some places four-plus-ones have started to sort of filter back up.
Ken:
Oh God, four-plus-ones are getting gentrified, lipstick on a pig. All right, we’ve got to go. We really really have to go. It’s always great talking to you Dan and thanks for coming.
Daniel:
Thanks for having me.
Ken:
You’ve been watching Chicago Newsroom, and if you live in a four-plus-one, I’m sorry. I apologize for all those terrible things I just said. But it doesn’t matter because you can hear the neighbor’s TV right through the plywood walls anyway. I’m Ken Davis…

00:42:29
End
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