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This paper attempts to examine some of the broad political aspects of the preservation process in 
Chicago by recounting a number of significant historic preservation controversies that have 
arisen over the past decade.  The preservation of historic resources has taken on increasingly 
greater importance as Chicago is seen by City officials, residents, business leaders, and tourists 
as a world class city.  Over the past decade downtown has expanded and evolved into a 24/7 area 
complete with residential, retail, service, and office uses and the neighborhoods both near and far 
have undergone redevelopment. During the same period many of the City’s neighborhoods have 
undergone a treat deal of revitalization, while others have declined or remained stagnant due to 
unfavorable demographics, inertia, and lack of an identifiable constituency and political will.  
Preservation efforts have in many ways mirrored these successes and failures, though in some 
cases, redevelopment results in demolition and failure in benign neglect or worse.  So why are 
some efforts successful and some not?  There appears to be no consistent resolution to some 
preservation controversies. 
 
It is important to put an examination of the successes and failures in the context of Chicago’s 
Landmarks Ordinance.  In March, 1987, the Chicago City Council adopted an amendment to the 
then existing landmarks legislation that resulted in a major expansion in the City’s powers to 
protect historic resources.  While there have been some amendments, the ordinance has remained 
largely intact over the past 15 years.  The major innovation of the ordinance is that it gave the 
City the authority to prevent the demolition of designated landmarks.  It is now very difficult, 
though not impossible, to destroy a designated landmark.  This single provision has given the 
city the power to preserve its architectural heritage.  Moreover, it has given the public interested 
in preservation a goal – move the City to designate buildings as landmarks and these important 
buildings will be retained and revitalized.  The original ordinance did not provide such 
protections nor instill any confidence in the action of local government. 
 
While 1987 may be seen as a watershed year in the history of historic preservation in Chicago, 
the Landmarks Ordinance and designation are not always good predictors of whether historic 
buildings will actually be preserved.  Rather it is a complex mix of politics, public attention, 
media, and money.  The McCarthy Building is evidence that designation does not always result 
in preservation.  The McCarthy Building, a pre-fire era building located on that fabled Block 37, 
was sacrificed soon after the adoption of the ordinance along with about a eleven or so other 
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landmark quality buildings for what is the last urban renewal style project in downtown Chicago.  
Not since the loss of the Stock Exchange Building had preservationists been so incensed by the 
loss of a particular landmark building.  At the time that Chicago was condemning and 
demolishing Block 37, other major cities such as Boston, New York and Seattle, were 
rehabilitating their historic buildings as major tourist attractions.  Only a few years after the 
demolition of the buildings comprising Block 37 did Chicago begin to see the light that old 
buildings and history attract people from all over the world. 
 
In 1992, about a mile north of Block 37, a controversy erupted over Hotel St. Benedict Flats, 
located at 40-52 East Chicago Avenue, just a couple of blocks west of Michigan Avenue, 
strangely out of the Magnificent Mile’s sphere of influence.  Though less so today than a decade 
ago, this stretch of Chicago Avenue did not benefit from its proximity to Michigan Avenue.  For 
some reason, the riches enjoyed by those businesses located along the Magnificent Mile had not 
spread west of the old Park Hyatt Hotel.  Instead, Hotel St. Benedict Flats proximity to Loyola 
University made it a prime target for the University’s expansion plans.  About the time that the 
University announced plans to acquire the building and replace it with student housing, 
preservationists clamored for its designation.  Though Loyola had not acquired the building, the 
University became the target of preservationists.  Such institutions are frequently easy targets 
because of their arrogance and lack of sensitivity to community desires.  In this case, 
preservationists also were aided by negative press and public dissatisfaction with Loyola’s plans 
to expand its main campus on Chicago’s north side by filling a portion of Lake Michigan.  
Ultimately, Loyola abandoned its plans to acquire the Chicago Avenue building and a 
preservation friendly developer partnered with the owner to rehabilitate the building for rental 
apartments and ground floor commercial uses. 
 
While the selected developers of Block 37 tried to find the appropriate mix of uses for their large 
project, the terra cotta clad Reliance Building located on the southwest corner of Washington and 
State Streets was deteriorating from the neglect of its owners.  Located within the same 
redevelopment area as Block 37, many had offered alternative uses for the building.  Proposals 
included converting it into an office center for not-for-profits and the home of the Chicago 
Architecture Foundation.  No one argued about the architectural merits of this Burnham and 
Root gem.  The difficulty was coming up with a reuse scenario and convincing elected officials 
that the building merited a significant City investment.  In 1994, the City chose to rehabilitate the 
exterior of the building and then pursue selection of a developer.  The plan worked and the 
Reliance Building was converted into an upscale boutique hotel. 
 
Why did the City step up to the plate and take a true leadership role in the case of the Reliance 
Building?  The lack of redevelopment activity on Block 37 had to have played a key role in the 
City’s decisions, as well as frequent reminders by local media of the City’s redevelopment 
blunders.  Efforts by the Landmarks Preservation Council of Illinois, particularly following the 
stinging defeat felt by the de-designation and demolition of the McCarthy Building on Block 37, 
also must have had some affect. 
 
At the same time that the exterior of the Reliance Building was undergoing rehabilitation in 
Chicago’s central loop, North Michigan Avenue had become a target of demolition and was 
doomed to lose its few remaining landmark quality buildings.  Handsome buildings had already 
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given way to new vertical mixed-use buildings in the 700 block of North Michigan Avenue when 
a new retail development was announced for the 600 block of North Michigan.  The inevitable 
march of new retail was continuing south and older, historic resources were not, in the view of 
most developers, conducive to the type of development that was characteristic of the “new” 
Magnificent Mile. 
 
The Arts Club of Chicago, designed by Mies van der Rohe, was located on the south side of 
Ontario Street between Michigan Avenue and Rush Street in the path of the new development.  
Efforts to save any of the buildings on the 600 block, including the building housing the Arts 
Club, were unsuccessful for a variety of reasons:  the developer, The John Buck Company, was 
unwilling to examine preservation solutions for the development; none of the buildings were 
designated Chicago landmarks; the City did not recognize the significance of the buildings and 
was unwilling to require the developer to preserve any of the buildings; and the focus of the 
preservation efforts by LPCI was confined to the Arts Club, the interior of a building, rather than 
the collection of buildings visible to and recognizable by the public.  The strategy pursued by the 
preservation community led to hearings regarding the designation of the Arts Club, but failed to 
convince the City and the public of the importance of the modern interior.  Without a broader 
strategy encompassing the other buildings on the site, the redevelopment went forward and the 
historic buildings were replaced with a large retail development. 
 
The arrogance of the developers and the loss of the Arts Club as well as the other buildings in the 
600 block left a bad taste in the mouths of preservationists.  Word spread that the 500 block was 
the next target of The John Buck Company for a large mixed-use redevelopment that would 
include hotel and retail uses anchored by a downtown Nordstrom’s. 
 
The Landmarks Preservation Council of Illinois quickly geared up for another fight on North 
Michigan Avenue.  This time the target for demolition was the McGraw-Hill Building, a 
handsome Art Deco building located at 520 North Michigan Avenue.  LPCI reconstituted a 
previous committee established to fight the demolition of the Arts Club; the committee 
undertook a variety of efforts that included development of a public relations strategy, meetings 
with appropriate City agencies, and educational sessions.  Attempts to discuss redevelopment 
strategies with the development team went nowhere as the developer refused to incorporate the 
McGraw-Hill Building into the development, arguing that it was not physically or financially 
feasible. 
 
But the Buck Company was not prepared for the firestorm of criticism of their plans to demolish 
the McGraw-Hill Building.  They were caught up in controversy over their tactics to get 
cooperation from the Landmarks Preservation Council of Illinois.  In addition, they were 
pursuing their development in the midst of a citywide controversy known as the pending 
designations (Pendings).  In early 1996, the City Council passed legislation that required action 
on pending landmark designations within one year.  Under the amendment to the landmarks 
ordinance, no future designations could languish in City Council for more than 12 months.  All 
buildings not acted upon within one year would lose any landmark protection.  The sunset 
provision was enacted in response to the fact that most of the 30 Pendings had been languishing 
in City Council for many years. 
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In a September 24, 2000 ChicagoSun-Times interview with Terry Savage, John Buck briefly 
discussed some of the issues related to the controversy surrounding the McGraw-Hill Building 
and his North Bridge development.  “One thing he [John Buck] hit right was a solution to the 
politically contentious issue of saving the facade of the McGraw-Hill Building at 520 N. 
Michigan Ave., where the new mall now stands.  The ultimate solution was to save the facade 
from demolition, and reapply it to the new building in precisely the same location--an 
engineering feat that added at least 10 percent to the cost of the building, and a few gray hairs to 
Buck’s youthful head.  ‘That was an excruciating period for us in part because we got a lot of 
bad press, which was really the first, and last, time in our 20-year corporate history, and we were 
not prepared for that.”’ 
 
“Is it the best project that we've developed?  Probably not, but it was the only solution that we 
could come up with that satisfied the city Planning Department, so we did it.  [Given a choice] 
we would have probably demolished that building and designed more of an avant garde, modern 
building for Michigan Avenue, but that was not to be.” 
 
The preservation solution approved by the City, resulting in the removal of the building’s 
limestone façade and reapplication of the limestone to a new steel frame, is not a solution 
typically supported by preservationists.  However, the new development has been incorporated in 
the rebuilt façade.  The streetscape, the likeness of the building, and character of the street have 
been preserved.  Why was the McGraw-Hill Building “preserved” while preservationists were 
unsuccessful in similar efforts along North Michigan Avenue.  There is a combination of 
answers to this question.  As John Buck stated, the company was not prepared for the opposition 
to the project.  LPCI focused significant financial, staff and other organizational resources to 
oppose the plans to demolish the building.  The City was not prepared to provide cover to the 
developers and approve another project that involved the demolition of significant structures.  
Finally, the controversy was taking place while controversies over the Pendings were raging. 
 
The Pendings were an enormous problem for the Daley administration because it forced action 
by City Council to designate buildings located across the City.  Representing 30 historic 
buildings located across the City, the Pendings had been in a state of “landmark suspended 
animation”.  Until the ordinance amendment was adopted by City Council, the proposed 
landmarks had all the protections offered by the Landmarks Ordinance without having to be 
designated.  Public pressure on the Daley administration to ensure the designation of the 
Pendings was significant and represented a broad spectrum of Chicago.  The Pendings included 
buildings located in the downtown as well as its far-flung neighborhoods.  Over time, all of the 
Pendings, except for one, were designated.  The Landmarks Ordinance was later changed to 
provide that any proposed landmark that was not acted on by City Council within one year would 
automatically receive landmark status.  This change is just the opposite of the original 
amendment.   
 
Looking back at newspaper clippings from the controversy, it appears that the battle for the 
Pendings was won on March 22, 1996.  On that day, the Chicago Tribune ran a top of the fold 
story titled “Daley Rides To Rescue of Historic Buildings”.  In the story, the LPCI president was 
quoted as saying “I think we still fail to see the public leadership from the mayor and the 
alderman on the landmarks issue.  I’m very concerned about the long-term prospects for the 
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[remaining] sites and for future landmarks.”  This quote prompted an angry response from the 
Daley Administration and provoked them to take a more public stand in support of the Pendings.  
In this case, the media coverage and support clearly helped the preservation efforts. 
 
One of the most interesting landmark issues to have arisen over the past decade was the 
Michigan Avenue Street Wall from Roosevelt Road to Randolph Street.  The evolution of the 
City’s position is illustrative of the City’s change of heart regarding the importance of landmark 
buildings.  More than eight years ago, this stretch of Michigan Avenue – one of the finest 
collections of historic buildings on any single street in the United States – was considered for 
possible landmark designation.  However, the property owners and other business interests on 
the street prevailed and no designation was proposed by the City.  Interest in the designation 
continued, helped along by financial incentive programs adopted by the County and City and 
discussions between the City, property owners and preservationists. City investments to improve 
the infrastructure and streetscape along this somewhat neglected stretch of Michigan Avenue 
also may have proved to be instigation for designation.  Many would suggest that designation 
protects the City’s investment. 
 
This designation required significant City leadership.  The City was helped along with the 
support of local and national preservation organizations and support from the media.  However, 
it was the many months of meeting with property owners, business organizations, and other 
stakeholders that eventually solidified enough support to make the designation politically 
saleable. 
 
Many preservation controversies are ongoing and defy logic in terms of outcome.  The solution 
for Soldier Field should not please anyone.  But the outcome was set in stone well before the 
state legislature acted.  The media and local preservation organizations were not going to change 
the outcome.  Other controversies are more difficult to identify and to understand.  Dozens of 
significant buildings are demolished in the neighborhoods.  Beautiful structures, such as the 
Rosenwald Apartments on South Michigan Avenue in Bronzeville, are allowed to languish and 
await demolition.  In the neighborhoods, most of the preservation controversies are complicated 
by the lack of a strong constituency and the often-competing interests of neighborhood 
organizations, block clubs, developers, business owners, local aldermen, and the lack of any 
understanding of the citywide significance of the buildings at issue.  The City, preservation 
organizations, and the public need to place more effort on preserving neighborhood landmarks 
and building stronger connections to the neighborhoods.  Only when this is accomplished will 
the dynamics of preserving landmarks in the neighborhoods be changed and preservation 
solutions be achieved. 


