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			Advance Praise for What Next, Chicago?

			“What has happened to Chicago? That’s Matt Rosenberg’s question, and mine as well. His loving tribute to our hometown is a moving, sensitive, humane, and trenchant critical assessment. Read it and weep.”

			—Glenn C. Loury, Merton P. Stoltz Professor of the Social Sciences, Brown University, author of One By One from the Inside Out: Essays and Reviews on Race and Responsibility in America, and host of The Glenn Show at substack.com



			“Matt Rosenberg writes about the Chicago Way in the Chicago Style of a Mike Royko…. It’s a coherent, honest, and balanced tour of the city’s perpetual corruption, unsafe streets, gawd-awful schools, ghost neighborhoods, financial legerdemain, and the false Unified Theory of Systemic Racism that cloaks it all. Yet, What Next, Chicago? is no helpless, hopeless wail, but a powerful and useful roadmap for a rebirth of a once-great city, based on the voices of Black families and others who don’t need academia to know what to do. Must reading for Chicago lovers.”

			—Dennis Byrne, former Chicago Sun-Times editorial board member, author of Madness: The War of 1812



			“Not since author Alex Kotlowitz ventured into Chicago’s Henry Horner housing projects has an author offered such a thoughtful and thorough firsthand analysis of the state of urban disrepair. Leaders from cities across America would be well served by reading Matt Rosenberg’s account of what’s happening in Chicago and how not to make some of the same mistakes.” 

			—Cyrus Krohn, former publisher, Slate.com, author of Bombarded: How to Fight Back Against the Online Assault on Democracy
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			One

			Chicago In My Blood

			It’s a Monday morning in mid-September 2020. Even though our Seattle house has been tightly sealed for days, it smells like an ashtray inside. Smoke from eighty-seven western wildfires has worked its way northwest to Puget Sound. Skies were supposed to be clearer by now but aren’t. In 2020, even a weatherman can’t tell which way the wind is blowing. And all summer long I’ve been watching Chicago boil over. It’s where I’m from.

			The Chicago I’ve known has always been a celebration and a calamity. But in 2020 Chicago was at the center of a perfect storm that hit the United States. Political polarization, the Covid-19 lockdown, and racial tension sent America and its big cities into a tailspin.

			Following George Floyd’s death under the knee of a Minneapolis police officer on Memorial Day of 2020, Chicago blew up. It was almost two-and-a-half months into the pandemic and resulting shutdowns of economic and social life. Many Black Chicagoans in the leisure and hospitality industries had been furloughed or let go from work. But until George Floyd, Chicago murders in 2020 were running equal to the year before.1 That changed fast.

			The last day of May 2020 was a Sunday. National Guard troops were protecting downtown Chicago as crowds gathered. Then neighborhood business districts were attacked by bands of organized criminals. Some backed up large rented trucks to buildings targeted for looting. Others removed and busted open ATMs. Some raided pharmacies for prescription drugs.2

			As destruction and looting spread, some of the city’s fifty aldermen held a desperate conference call with Mayor Lori Lightfoot. Her election in 2019 had marked a hoped-for fresh start. The city was weary of trouble and problems left to fester.

			The aldermen said to the Mayor:3

			
					“What are we going to have left in our community? Nothing. I feel like I am at ground zero. My major business district is shattered.”

					“It’s like the wild, wild west out there.”

					“My ward is a shit show…they are shooting at the police.”

			

			They also noted that:

			
					Older residents were scared to go for groceries and prescription medicine.

					Calls to 911 were going unanswered.

					Armed gang members were helping to protect local businesses.

					Residents were going to take matters into their own hands.

			

			A stressed and angry Lightfoot told them that police were working hard but were outmanned by violent mobs. On the South and West Sides, cops seemed largely absent.

			On May 31st, as chaos and anarchy spread across the city, eighteen people were killed in mainly Black neighborhoods. It was the highest daily tally since the count began in 1961.4 Some of the dead were profiled by the Chicago Sun-Times.5

			
					Gregory Lewis, twenty-one, was a charter school graduate who served as student body vice president. His former dean described him as a role model, someone who helped defuse disputes. He was fatally shot while riding in a vehicle.

					Angelo Bronson was thirty-six. He was visiting his old neighborhood of Englewood from Washington, D.C. He was the father of two young children and worked as a solar panel installer. He was standing on the street when he was killed by bullets from a passing car.

					Keishanay Bolden was eighteen and back home from college in western Illinois. She was majoring in criminal justice and preparing for a career in law enforcement. She had called out two men about an alleged robbery. The argument carried outside to the sidewalk where she was shot dead, allegedly by one of the two men.

					John Tiggs was thirty-two and the father of three. He was inside a cell phone store on the South Side paying his bill. During widespread looting he was killed when bullets were randomly fired inside.

					Darius Jelks was thirty-one, and his cousin Maurice Jelks was thirty-nine. They were driving to see close relatives and stopped at a stoplight on 95th Street near Stony Island Avenue. Suddenly someone in an SUV opened fire and killed them both. Maurice was a construction worker who’d recently bought a home and Darius a truck driver who worked long hours. Each was a father of two children.6


			

			Darius’ brother Dionte, forty-two, is a principal at a school in Ladysmith, British Columbia on Vancouver Island. He talked to his mother. “I couldn’t even find the words to comfort her. I keep asking myself, ‘Who?’ Why?’” he told the Chicago Sun-Times, adding, “My wife is from El Salvador. I feel more safe in El Salvador than I felt on the South Side of Chicago. And that’s a third-world country.”7

			Eighteen-year-old Teyonna Lofton had recently graduated from a Chicago charter school. She was one of the lucky ones on May 31. She was wounded but not killed when a shooter sprayed bullets at a line of people waiting outside a South Side gas station to go in and pay for their fuel. After 911 would not respond to her repeated calls, her mother came and rushed her to a hospital trauma unit.

			Daily calls to 911 normally total about 15,000 in Chicago. On May 31 there were 65,000.8 The Cook County coroner had to call in extra pathologists to do thirty-five autopsies.9

			A city Inspector General report10 would later blast Lightfoot and Police Superintendent David Brown. It said police were “outflanked, under-equipped and unprepared.” That the police department had “critically dis-served both its own front-line members and members of the public.” One cop told the IG’s office, “this can never happen again.” But it did.

			Officials suggested many of the May 2020 rioters were from out of town and might even be affiliated with national anarchist networks. It turned out that those arrested were mostly local. They included blue-collar workers and parents and some first-timers. So some local news reports pointedly rejected any theory of anarchist presence.11

			But anarchism doesn’t require Antifa breadcrumbs online. There are no Antifa membership cards. Anarchism at root is a set of values and a way of doing things. Its aim is to fight what it sees as fascism. And, as needed, to subvert authority and undermine political legitimacy. 

			Storming the U.S. Capitol Building and disrupting Congress would be anarchy. Turning a nonviolent protest violent is anarchy. Organized looting is anarchy. Spraying bullets into crowds of innocent people is anarchy.

			Chicago’s anarchy was pan-racial, perpetrated by Blacks and whites.

			One alleged ringleader of the Chicago May rioting came from downstate Illinois. He had three previous felony convictions. He brought and distributed home-made explosives. He was filmed working his explosives routine in Minneapolis and Chicago and looting Chicago stores.

			A visual artist who graduated from a local arts academy donned a Joker mask and set a police SUV on fire. Then he sat down to enjoy a cigarette and mugged for cameras.12 Like the looters and the random shooters, it didn’t seem like he gave a damn about George Floyd.

			Dangerous play-acting. A proliferation of senseless homicides. And summer hadn’t even started yet.

			*     *     *     *

			In late July, violent anarchists—most of them white—hijacked what was supposed to be a peaceful protest in favor of defunding the police. The protest surrounded Chicago’s statue of Christopher Columbus in Grant Park, just east of downtown. It would be removed for further political review several days later. PVC pipes that held protest banners were stripped and had been sharpened as weapons. Behind a sea of camera-blocking black umbrellas, marchers changed into all-black clothing and put on masks. Suppliers laid out frozen water bottles, bricks, and other hard objects to throw.13

			Soon the police were under siege. Almost fifty of them were injured and eighteen sent to hospitals. They hadn’t worn riot gear. In police department aerial, near-distance, and frontline camera footage of the protest shared with local media, they can be seen standing around the base of the statue, dodging fireworks and projectiles, clearly unsure what to do.

			One cop in the group under attack was Vince Komensky.14 He recalled the day clearly.

			“There was nothing going on until they started launching fireworks and bottles and the sergeant, I think he got blinded, he lost his eye, he got hit by a firework and it blew up next to his eye. … Guys were getting hit with bottles and bricks. One of the guys we work with…got knocked silly, hit…with a frozen twelve-ounce pop can….”

			Even Mayor Lightfoot—who had previously expressed support for the BLM protests—said, “That’s not peaceful protest. That’s anarchy.”15

			Columbus statues were under attack nationwide, as a symbol of colonialism. Meanwhile an intra-racial genocide was unfolding in Black Chicago. On the South and West Sides, young Black men were killing each other and innocent Black bystanders, including women and children, at a growing pace. While police were increasingly diverted to riot duty or riot prevention, deadly violence worsened.

			In July of 2020, 105 people were murdered in Chicago. It was reported to be the city’s most violent month in twenty-eight years.16

			Watching all this from afar in Seattle, I wondered where my hometown was headed. What did this have to do with the murderous injustice meted out to George Floyd by Minneapolis Police? How exactly would the increasingly amorphous notion of social justice for Black Chicagoans be advanced by pulling down statues of Columbus erected by Italian-American civic organizations as a mark of ethnic pride? Or by senseless killings, rioting, looting, and violent actions and rhetoric against police?

			Could the rioters and looters be making things worse for Blacks? It appeared so. A September 2020 study published in Federal Sentencing Reporter stated, “anti-police protests, designed to help protect residents of minority communities, may in fact be leading to increased homicides and shootings within them…as police have been re-deployed to the protests.”17

			Chicago Police Superintendent David Brown said as much. “Every time we have to drain our resources for protests, people on the West Side and South Side suffer.”18

			“Cyberbanging” had been helping to stoke the carnage for several years. Gangs have been using social media platforms including YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. They posted taunting violent-themed raps in a musical style called “Chicago Drill.” Names were named and enemies called out. Then bullets would fly and people would die. Top rappers may have their own shooters. And legions of fans they can convene on FaceTime to help fund their gangs.19

			Drill rapper and YouTube star Shaquon “Young Pappy” Thomas was wrapped up in a North Side gang beef. He was murdered at age twenty in 2015 outside a McDonald’s in Rogers Park. By then two bystanders had already died in shootings that targeted him. After his death a mocking online commenter from a rival gang was killed by one of his allies.20

			Increasingly the slain have included uninvolved children who happened to be in the way of errant bullets. One Chicago anti-violence campaigner told USA Today in 2020, “The way it is now, these guys, if they get word that three of their guys are getting tooled with on a particular block, they don’t care—they’ll shoot the whole block up.”21

			There used to be just a small handful of real shot-callers. Homicides were more tied to drug economics and territorial conflicts. But as the feds took out the older generation of gang generals and majors, things went sideways. Gangs fractured and multiplied, at a block-by-block level. Now they were run by young knuckleheads backed up by angry words thrown down on little screens. The designated shooters had sometimes barely reached puberty, and struggled to hold or aim the semi-automatic and automatic weapons thrust into their hands.

			It was about salvaging some conceived shred of respect. Respect that was judged lost because of a video, a tweet, or a casual slight at a social gathering. So young shooters go out and spray the block. Or their fellow party-goers. Senseless carnage had spiked in years past, dipped a bit, and now again, become widespread and normalized. It was an epic failure for Chicago.

			*     *     *     *

			One night in early August police got a call about an armed man on the street in Englewood, on the South Side. They encountered someone matching the description. He ran off, firing at them, according to police. They shot back. He was hospitalized with a shoulder wound and later recovered. The news spread on social media.

			What happened next took the city’s disorder to a whole new level. Within a few hours the city plunged into fearful anarchy. Downtown’s upscale Michigan Avenue shopping district, called with typical Chicago boosterism the Magnificent Mile, bore the brunt.

			According to one news report, “Up and down the Mag Mile, men and women were suddenly appearing outside upscale businesses and, like clockwork, smashing their way inside, taking thousands of dollars of merchandise and vanishing. The looting quickly moved to the South Loop and the Near North Side.”22

			Rioters also smashed the glass door of Ronald McDonald House in the North Loop.23 That’s a residential charity-run refuge for children with life-threatening diseases who are undergoing special treatment at nearby hospitals. Their parents stay with them there, too. Staff and thirty-plus families and children were left locked down inside, under growing stress,24 until the siege ended.

			As in the wake of the late May rampaging, drawbridges across the Chicago River were raised so that the besieged commercial district could be protected by its moats. To Chicagoans there could have been no more stark and telling sign of a full-on surrender by city government. All control had been lost. The Loop—named for the elevated train tracks that circled part of it—had become a medieval fortress. It was the crowning moment of anarchy in a Chicago summer filled with it.

			A local TV network affiliate had posted a photo feature showing the results of “a night of unrest and looting.” Pictures showed numerous shattered store windows, a smashed ATM, a looted SUV and the detritus of a rampage at a Best Buy.25 The people’s revolution apparently required new flat-screen TVs and MacBooks.

			The explanations were just as alarming as the anarchy itself.

			In an interview with Chicago’s NPR affiliate, a local Black Lives Matter activist said, “A lot of people are…like, ‘Oh, you support the looters.’ And yeah, we do, one hundred percent. That’s reparations…I will support looters ‘till the end of the day. If they need to do that in order to eat, then that’s what you’ve got to do to eat.”26 Here was a racialist again setting the bar low for Blacks: if need be, you too can get by on looted TVs and stolen Gucci handbags.

			But this was just a moderate take, it turned out. Vicky Osterweil, author of a controversial book called In Defense Of Looting, told NPR, looting “gets people what they need for free immediately.” She added this “means that they are capable of living and reproducing their lives without having to rely on jobs or a wage…That’s looting’s most basic tactical power as a political mode of action…It also attacks the idea of property, and…the idea that in order for someone to have a roof over their head or have a meal ticket, they have to work for a boss, in order to buy things…So you get to the heart of that property relation, and demonstrate that without police and without state oppression, we can have things for free.”27

			This specious argument went to the root of the radical redistributionist agenda. All authority, especially the police and the courts, existed to uphold the interests of the wealthy, propertied elite. Radical action was therefore justified. It felt shocking to sensible people who understood that our social contract requires guardrails, authority, and justice, to flank opportunity and advancement.

			Theorizing such as Osterweil’s backed by street actions took the performative radical chic of the 1960s to the next level. Instead of calling for equality and meaningful inclusion, protestors were modelling the violent overthrow of the entire social order.

			This was the fruit of the deconstructionist, relativist, Marxist agenda bolted onto the humanities and social sciences at top-tier colleges and universities for the last fifty years while faculty and administrators congratulated themselves on staying abreast of the times.

			Here was the upshot of the radical occupation of academe, as disorder and violence came to reign in cities nationwide. The violence would continue into the new year, often claiming Black lives that appeared not to matter at all to young white middle class anarchists, because the many slain Blacks died in places they never went.

			This is what happens when a small Twitter-nourished mob develops the tactical savvy to inject radical revolutionary ideals into mainstream public discourse. Following Osterweil’s lead, activists declared, “people matter, not property.” This line got traction with the media and progressives nationwide.

			Yet property and police protection clearly did matter to people. Like Black small business owners. All over town—in Chicago and elsewhere—they had signs in their windows that proclaimed they were “Black-Owned.” It didn’t always help. Many were smashed and looted. Earlier in the summer after the first round of rioting and looting, a Black-run nonprofit named My Block, My Hood, My City had raised $1 million for damaged small businesses, many Black-owned, to make repairs and help the business owners get back on their feet.28

			Some of those stores and others attacked downtown subsequently closed. Some for good, taking jobs and other needed resources with them.

			Meanwhile the anarchy spread to the suburbs. In August, activists in the Revolutionary Oak Park Youth League attacked the property of Oak Park Mayor Anan Abu-Taleb as he participated in a streamed city council meeting. This occurred as a proposal to defund police was being defeated by a 5-2 vote.

			They lobbied for Abu-Taleb’s police defunding vote by attacking the mayor’s home. They smashed his potted plants, tore up his tomato cages, upended his patio furniture, threw eggs at his house, and spray-painted pigs and raised middle fingers on the adjacent sidewalk.29

			It wasn’t just Chicago. From Seattle I watched the smashing, looting and burning of Portland, Seattle, New York, Milwaukee, Denver, Washington, D.C., and other cities across the nation. Protesters confronted outdoor diners in D.C., angrily insisting they raise a fist in solidarity for BLM. Ugly diatribes captured on iPhones were directed at frightened diners in Rochester and Pittsburgh.

			It was time to Eat The Rich, which apparently included any diners out on the town, trying to recapture a semblance of normalcy in a turbulent year.

			In Louisville, heated activists swarmed a Jordanian immigrant’s cigar shop. He’d been sleeping in his store for weeks, to protect it from political street vandals. They demanded he recite the words, “Black Lives Matter.” He was unwilling to be cowed. He would choose his own words and thoughts.30

			The same September day that Western fires had fouled the air inside my Seattle home began with news of rioting in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. A woman called 911 and told them her mentally-ill brother was becoming aggressive with their mother and trying to break into her house. An officer responded. Police video showed the suspect leaping out of the row-house, mouth open wide in a feral shout, coming quickly at the officer with a knife raised high. He was shot dead.31

			The public verdict was swift. Crowds gathered at the police station and threw rocks, planters and traffic barricades. Elsewhere they damaged a number of buildings and businesses, and set fires. Eight of twelve arrestees were from out of town.32

			Also that morning, in Los Angeles County, two transit cops working for the sheriff’s department were recovering from a shooting days earlier. They’d been ambushed in their car by a gunman. In official sheriff’s videos, he just walks right up and caps them from the driver’s side.

			Protesters scurried to the hospital where the officers lay in trauma to block the entrance and chant, “Death to police,” “Kill the police,” “We hope they die.”33 It all followed several recent shootings of Black men in Greater L.A., which police said were justified and protestors said were not.

			Or take Portland. Please. Aptly mocked in an early episode of the TV series Portlandia as the place “where young people go to retire,” the city rioted for 100 straight days.

			Racial justice protesters in the Rose City were mainly and sometimes exclusively white. They took to white, upper-income neighborhoods, roving the streets at night with bullhorns. They demanded people join their march to show allegiance to the BLM movement.

			In a neighborhood business district they set afire outdoor picnic tables of restaurants and Covid-prevention dividers. At the mayor’s apartment building they committed vandalism, set a fire, and broke into a business.

			They penetrated the Portland police union office, set a fire, and left a spray-painted sidewalk message of “PPB = KKK” equating the Portland Police Bureau with the Ku Klux Klan.

			Before an anarchist-led neighborhood incursion, the literature table included pamphlets titled “Why I Break Windows,” “I Want To Kill Cops Until I’m Dead,” and “Piece Now, Peace Later: An Anarchist Introduction To Firearms.”34

			Meanwhile, across the nation young Black men continued to die at the hands of…young Black men. That topic was somehow off-limits, though.

			From the 1999 World Trade Organization riots in Seattle going forward, anarchists and progressives had increasingly adopted a strident anti-police code. Cops would be fought in the streets. May Day became a day to don black, load up on projectiles, march, break things, shout, and spray-paint anti-police slogans on the window of a Starbucks or a bank branch. There would be graffiti of “Fuck The Police” and “ACAB” (All Cops Are Bastards). And there were targeted fatal shootings of police for generalized race crimes.

			There would also be a justly heightened awareness of police-involved killings of young Black men and women, particularly when police might be at fault. All this would explode after the killing of George Floyd, sparking a nationwide movement to defund or outright abolish police departments. Meanwhile rioters and looters were arrested, briefly detained, and some turned loose without charges. In New York, Chicago, Minneapolis and other major cities, police in sizable numbers were either retiring or leaving for new jobs in less acrimonious environments.

			”Defund the Police” was a poorly-crafted phrase and few supported its full implications. By mid-2021 a number of big cities were already moving to partially restore “Defund” cuts from the year prior because of rising violent crime. And from the start, there’d been other voices raised in Black and Latino neighborhoods. Residents were tired of shootings, killings, carjackings, rioting and looting of Black-owned businesses. Yes, they wanted better policing. But they wanted more police, not less.

			Residents of a diverse neighborhood on Chicago’s Northwest Side called Albany Park marched in September to protest a spate of recent murders and a doubling of local shootings. They called for more police manpower and street cameras. Their alderwoman Rossana Rodriguez was elected in 2019 to represent the 33rd Ward. She was one of six Chicago city council members now belonging to the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA). She said more social workers were the answer.

			Rodriguez’s chief of staff had recently come under fire for a personal Twitter post which exhorted, “defund and abolish” police. “You can get it done through hearings at City Hall or the people will get it done on the streets by fire.” The tweet was accompanied by a news photo showing burning streets and protestors.

			The constituent services liaison of another DSA alderman, Daniel La Spata of the 1st Ward, after a clash between young protesters and police at the Columbus statue in Grant Park, tweeted an attack on Mayor Lightfoot because “she can’t even call her pigs out.”

			Of the first tweet one neighborhood resident said, “this just seems so inappropriate.” Of the second, one neighborhood group leader added, “It doesn’t look right when our alderman’s office that’s supposed to be representing neighbors is calling police officers who protect us ‘pigs.’ I don’t know how he’s gonna have a successful, safe ward when he’s at odds with police officers.”35

			Across the city in Englewood on the South Side, more police presence was also a priority. As young protesters organized by BLM and other groups gathered around the precinct there, middle-aged Black residents who were more concerned by rising homicides and shootings shared a different perspective.

			Darryl Smith, president of the Englewood Political Task Force, said to the clustered Black and white activists, “Y’all don’t come out when the kids get shot. Y’all come out when it has something to do with the…police. We out here every day watching our kids get their brains blown out, with no budget, no resources, and you want to come over here and disrupt our neighborhood.”

			Another Black counter-protester named Keith Harris said local residents had helped place Black workers in construction jobs. “We’ve changed lives….now they have careers and they are raising their families and setting an example for other young men and women.” In contrast, Harris added, Chicago activists had a statue of Christopher Columbus removed. “What’s the benefit of that? How many people can open up a business because that statue got torn down?”36

			As the tumultuous summer wound down, social protest gave way to generalized rage mixed with boredom and sociopathy. In September, a group of teens on the Southeast Side beat a seventy-four-year-old Black man to death with a baseball bat. Then they fetched jugs of gasoline from a nearby gas station and set his body afire.37 In December, one of two suspects was arrested and charged with first-degree murder. He was fifteen years old.38

			Chicago would end the year with more than 1,400 carjackings—more than any year since 2001. Not infrequently the carjackers were young. It turned out that state legislators several years prior had all but deactivated a state law automatically making carjacking an adult felony crime. So there was a loophole for alleged perps under eighteen. New efforts were mounted by law enforcement to charge carjacking juveniles as adults but it didn’t add up to much.

			Chicago’s 2020 chaos was tearing up communities of color. Yet thirty-two of fifty city aldermen were now Black or Latino. We had a Black mayor again. Chicago had even sent a Black President to the White House for two terms. But the game hadn’t changed. Things were worse. Enforced remote learning during the Covid-19 pandemic was proving a huge bust with minority students. City finances were tragic and worsening. Violence felt out of control. As the city turned the corner of Labor Day 2020, the anarchy was unrelenting.

			In mid-September, the leader of one anti-violence protest—a prominent violence interrupter—called on local authorities to give bulletproof backpacks to Chicago’s youth. The idea was to call attention to how bad things had become in Chicago. Kids modelled them in a public demonstration.

			I understood—how could one not?—that when a Black man or woman is killed in a confrontation with police in Ferguson, or Minneapolis, or Louisville, or Chicago, difficult conversations must follow.

			But Chicago aldermen tearfully imploring the Mayor to protect their communities from violent chaos? Vast waves of killing in unpoliced neighborhoods, the victims almost entirely Black or Latino? Black business districts and downtown merchants trashed and plundered? Bridges raised over the watery moats around downtown? Textbook New Millennium anarchist tactics employed to hijack peaceful protests? Looting explained away as reparations for slavery or as justly appropriated income?

			We’d had quite a taste of social disintegration. Was there some actual point at which the city would take back its reins?

			We should all be pained to see a major American city fall into the abyss. But it runs deeper for me. I’ve been a Chicago boy since I landed here in late 1964, and transferred into first grade in Bret Harte Elementary School at 56th Street and Stony Island Avenue in Hyde Park.

			My father Milt was raised in Brooklyn, the son of Jewish immigrants from Rivna in western Ukraine where pogroms, or organized massacres of Jews, had started in the 1600s and intensified in the early 1900s. His father was first a house-painter and then a building contractor. In 1941, before Milt graduated from high school to attend Brooklyn College, some 21,000 Jews were massacred by the Nazis in a forest outside Rivna.39 Milt went on to teach social psychology at the University of Chicago. We settled into a creaky wind-battered apartment on the twelfth floor of an old building in Hyde Park.

			For nearly four decades, Milt was also a popular educator as the moderator of an ambitious nightly radio talk show in Chicago called Extension 720 on WGN-AM, a 50,000-watt clear channel radio station heard in thirty-eight states. It was a people’s university on the air. There were conversations with Henry Kissinger, a young Barack Obama, Margaret Thatcher, Jimmy Carter, scholars, and Chicago journalists uncovering corruption. Milt and expert guests debunked paranormal hustlers and probed ancient wars, modern professions, religions in antiquity and the modern day, the Nazis, string theory, China, the Middle East, Shakespeare, Keats, and the blues. It was a forum for ideas—for literature, science, public affairs, and civilized debate—with calls from listeners in the last hour. For this work, “Dr. Milt” was awarded a National Humanities Medal in 2008.

			My mother Marjorie was born in Detroit and grew up in public housing. She was first a social worker and then in Chicago ran the local chapter of a national peace advocacy group called SANE. She helped organize the late March, 1967 Chicago protest where Dr. Martin Luther King marched against the Vietnam War less than two weeks before his seminal address on the topic, at New York’s Riverside Church. She marched in the front row, flanked by Dr. King, Dr. Ralph Abernathy, and the famous pediatrician, author, and activist, Dr. Benjamin Spock.

			My parents were 1960s liberal activists, always organizing something. Meetings at night in the living room of our Hyde Park apartment were common. I would hide nearby in a pantry alcove listening, and drawing political cartoons on my father’s shirt cardboards. I would be called out to do my LBJ imitation. Later, I was dragooned by my parents into working on the 1968 presidential campaign of Democratic U.S. Senator Eugene McCarthy, of Minnesota.

			In my late teens, I would cut my teeth professionally working on an undercover journalism investigation into extortion of small business owners by City of Chicago inspectors, and then on the successful campaign of an independent, reform candidate for Chicago City Council. After college, I became a newspaper reporter covering three suburbs and the eternal controversy around O’Hare Airport. Then I became an organizer, researcher, and communicator for a coalition of a dozen suburbs fighting the corrupt stranglehold of the Chicago Democratic Machine on regional airports and airport policy. No, I wasn’t born in Chicago. But yes, absolutely: I’m a Chicago native son.

			You’ve probably noticed that the subtitle of this book is Notes Of A Pissed-Off Native Son. I’ll get to a lot of the details in later chapters, but here’s what I mean:

			
					I’m pissed off about the failure of Chicago’s public schools and politicians to ensure the high-quality education of so many Black and Latino students.

					I’m pissed off at the politicians and activists who’ve spread the message that “All Cops Are Bastards,” who’ve used often-utterly bogus allegations of racism and bias to hide the fact that actions have consequences. Or at least they used to. I’m pissed off that the city is daily, hourly, torn asunder by sociopathic young men of color who too often aren’t held accountable as they kill, wound, or terrify other people who almost always are also of color. I’m pissed off at hypocrites who chant and shout, “Black Lives Matter,” and then ignore the wretched and violent injustice—the bloody, bullet-ridden deaths or shootings on Chicago’s streets—of Black men, women and children, at the hands of other Blacks. Yes, I understand the need for serious reforms in the policing profession and within Chicago’s own police department. You’ll be reading more about that in this book.

					I’m pissed off at politicians and parents who don’t do enough to help those young Black and Latino men who’ve run off the rails, to get right. To understand there is a purpose to life. That carjacking and shooting and killing is as much a dead-end for them, their neighbors and the city as for their victims.

					I’m pissed off at the people who run Cook County’s ludicrous court system. Under a phony guise of “social justice” and “bail reform,” it prematurely releases alleged violent criminals who do harm. Many with new charges have prior convictions for gun crimes, shootings, assaults, or carjackings. Under bail reform, they and others who pose real risk get released on low-cash or no-cash bail. Electronic monitoring enforcement is supposed to be another pillar of bail reform, a vital public safeguard. But it’s deeply under-resourced. I’m pissed off because while awaiting trial and under “home detention” or if convicted and sentenced only to probation, too many are charged with new violent crimes. Including shootings, carjackings, and murders.

					I’m pissed off at the politicians and the state’s highest court. For years they’ve failed to corral skyrocketing public employee pension obligations. Chicago will owe its pensioners an accumulated $170 billion over coming decades. As for the state, pension obligations have now been estimated at more than $300 billion. There are no clear plans to pay off all those debts. Other than to borrow and keep raising already-crippling taxes.

					I’m pissed off at Democrats who for years engineered a crooked property valuation system in Chicago and Cook County. It let wealthy commercial property owners and condo dwellers cut their bills by many tens of thousands of dollars. Often by hiring connected politicians who also worked as tax appeal attorneys. Meanwhile minority homeowners had no such recourse. They took it right in the face.40


					I’m most pissed-off about the entrenched opportunism of Chicago’s political life. Sure, I’m pissed off about the thousands of convictions of city, suburban, Cook County, and state-level public officials for contract-rigging, kickbacks, bribery, and insider-dealing. But I’m also pissed off about the unspoken triumph of routinized, rationalized greed and self-interest over the common good. I’m pissed off about the devastating toll that’s taken on the city that formed me. I’m pissed off because in Chicago the entire purpose of enlightened self-governance in a free democracy has been subverted for blame-shifting, for the accretion of political power, and for self-enrichment. And if you can’t get pissed off about that, your heart is about to stop ticking.

			

			I need to explain something especially pernicious about Chicago’s corruption. Everywhere and always corruption is based on a fundamental embrace of inequality. But here especially, there’s a huge hypocrisy attached to it.

			The hypocrisy flows from the coexistence in Chicago of a racialized culture of complaint and pan-racial political corruption. It involves whites and Blacks and Latinos. And glaring inequality.

			Just like when the Irish, Italians, and Poles of Chicago dealt that stacked deck. Some are more equal than others.

			Those who play it straight lose out. Those who play dirty, for instance by providing bribes and favors to officials, get “all you can handle, and then some.” As one bribe-grubbing insider tied to a corrupt, and later convicted, Black Chicago Public Schools CEO told a skeezy contractor buying into the deluxe political spa treatment.41

			But here’s the big rub about all that. Inequality is the very thing Democrats and progressives—and particularly Mayor Lightfoot—say they’re against. They sweepingly portray disparate outcomes as stemming from inequality, inequity, and systemic racism.

			Lightfoot has made these progressive political shibboleths a central theme of her administration since winning election in 2019. She and her bureaucratic apparatchiks have called out systemic inequity and systemic racism as central to poor outcomes for Blacks in neighborhood revitalization, education, even public health and safety. You’ll see specific examples of that and related quotes in the coming chapters. She has even labelled racist nearly all criticism of her so-far disastrous tenure.

			We know that real racism flows from the abhorrent idea that merely by their pigmentation or racial origin, some people are less valid, less worthy and trustworthy, less deserving, and less capable. Yet in a city run by Black and Latino politicians who now outnumber their white cohorts on the City Council, political corruption deeply rooted in inequality and inequity still reigns. I’ll say it again. Insiders are more equal than others.

			Chicago politicians of color should have been aiming higher, considering the great and pressing needs of their communities. But too many embraced the old school pocket-stuffing and insider-y favor-trading of Chicago white ethnic political hacks. Or they at least looked the other way when colleagues did it.

			This is why reform dies on the vine. This is why corruption—the great majority of it like other crimes, undetected and unpunished—continues to drive governance. Governance now controlled by a majority of color. Governance which mangles public policy. Which commits social malpractice on Black and Latino communities. In the name of “anti-racism” and “social justice.”

			Failing institutions, not racism, are the cause of escalating shootings, carjackings, and murder. Failing institutions are responsible for the destruction of Black-owned businesses in the post-Floyd riots of 2020, for Black flight, and for the economic stagnation that has persisted for decades in far too much of Black Chicago. The failing institutions include City Hall, public schools, the county courts, and families.

			Frustration evident in the rioting and looting and violence of 2020 and in the continuing violence of 2021 flowed from the persistence of old problems. And the continuing inability or unwillingness of Chicago’s Democratic progressive politicians to help solve them. Old problems like intergenerational poverty and its attendant ills. Like schools that have continuously failed to serve Black students. Like neighborhood business districts which continue to disintegrate in the face of crime and Black exodus.

			Calling out all that would necessitate fingering gangs, parents, and the teachers union. Just for starters. It would require belief in traditional values and principles, which conflict with today’s progressive imperatives of shunning individual responsibility and maintaining victimhood. Breaking with that orthodoxy is something few so-called leaders are willing to do in Chicago. Or almost any of the nation’s big, troubled cities.

			It’s always good to test your thesis. So I would return in 2020 and live once again in Chicago. I’d delve into how to turn things around. With or without the distracted and largely incompetent political class.

			Chicago was where I began sticking my nose into things. It was where my wife and I were married by a Cook County Divorce Court judge. He’d quipped at the end of the ceremony, “I don’t want to see you again.” But I’d never said that to Chicago. I had always come back.






			Two

			What Went Wrong?

			The Great Migration of American Blacks from the South to large Northern cities swelled over the first half of the 1900s. Some six million came north between 1916 and 1970, for factory jobs and apartments. For the hope of a better life for their children and grandchildren. They came to Chicago and Detroit, St. Louis and Cleveland and a dozen other cities. Some went to more rural settings. They came from Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, and Kentucky.

			Blacks new to Chicago were clustered particularly in the South Side’s so-called Black Belt and then also on the West Side. Systemic racism reigned then in Chicago and other large Northern cities. Choices for housing and employment were sharply limited. Blacks were shut out of union jobs and many other professions dominated by whites.

			In spite of all these constraints, some within Chicago’s 20th century Black diaspora built thriving businesses, churches, communities, and families. Politicians came to recognize the new Black migrants as a growing force. Yet, from the start, it was Chicago’s way to reveal with relish—often with a “yeah, so what about it?” smirk—the practice of the seven deadly sins. Especially wrath, where ethnic and racial differences were evident.

			One hot day in late July of 1919 came Chicago’s worst race riot. The Lake Michigan beach at South 25th Street was for Blacks, but at South 29th Street, the beach was reserved strictly for whites. A young Black man named Eugene Williams and some friends were on a raft that drifted across the invisible boundary and were pelted with rocks thrown from the shore. Williams was later pulled from the water dead. Police weren’t willing to arrest the white man identified as having thrown a rock at Williams. The news spread and so did violence that left twenty-three Blacks and fifteen whites dead. Another 500 people were injured, and some 1,000 Black homes destroyed by arson.42

			Joining in was The Hamburg Athletic Club. Irish young men from Bridgeport with political and street-gang leanings. There were other such groups in the city then, and history remembers them similarly. One Hamburg member was a then-seventeen-year-old named Richard J. Daley, who would later serve as Chicago’s mayor from 1955 until his death in 1976. Many current accounts note he never would talk about the 1919 race riot or his club’s involvement. They hint he may have joined in. But Daley’s political biographer Dick Ciccone, a longtime Chicago Tribune editor, wrote that he believed Daley was far too cautious to have actually participated in the violence then. But he was fairly certain Daley “knew who was involved and probably agreed with their sentiments.”43

			Mayor Daley came to embody the mid-century Chicago Democratic political machine. He built it up based on ethnic and neighborhood ties. There was plenty of insider dealing as he began to transform Chicago into a modern metropolis. Construction and real estate pals of the mayor did especially well as the city transformed. Highways, public campuses, public housing, office towers, and swank high-rise apartments were built. Mayoral pals from Bridgeport did very well, too, in political jobs or with their own contracting or professional services firms. When they came of age, sons of the mayor prospered in professions such as law and insurance. They were good to know.44

			Blacks were largely dealt out of the spoils, although there were small slices of the pie served up to compliant Black politicians and their allies. It was said that “The Silent Six” Black aldermen were so constrained by the Daley administration that they would not even speak on the floor until getting a signal from the mayor’s council leader, Alderman Thomas Keane.45

			Decades later there’d been some change. The Black professional class established earlier in 20th century Chicago had persisted and advanced. All over the South Side and clearly evident on daily summer bus rides in the 1960s to my day camp in the far south suburbs were middle- and some upper-middle class Black neighborhoods. I would soon attend elementary school and then high school in Hyde Park with some of the children of Chicago’s Black gentry, spanning the- mid-60s to the mid-70s. Their parents included doctors, lawyers, architects, engineers, bankers, and prominent publishers and musicians.

			But naked racial hatred of Blacks by some, though certainly not all, white Chicagoans persisted. In August 1966, a Chicago Freedom Movement march for fair housing was led by Dr. King into the white ethnic enclave of Marquette Park. The aim was to go to a local realtor’s office to protest racial discrimination in apartment rentals. Marchers were met by an angry crowd numbering about 700. They threw bricks and bottles and rocks. King was hit and fell to one knee. After a pause, he resumed marching.46

			In other ways anti-Black racism in Chicago went beyond brutish. It persisted systemically into the new era of gradual racial progress. In the late ’50s and early ’60s, Mayor Daley advanced plans for public housing towers and even a highway that reinforced the segregation of Blacks from white Chicago. This occurred in other cities, too.

			Policing was also a racial quagmire. In a pre-dawn raid, Chicago Police assassinated Black Panthers Fred Hampton and Mark Clark in 1969. They’d been sleeping. Alarmed by Hampton’s sometimes-incendiary rhetoric, it’s now widely agreed that CPD likely conspired with the Cook County State’s Attorney and the FBI in the deadly takedown.47

			In another scandal, rogue detectives tied to a commander named Jon Burge allegedly tortured confessions out of suspects from 1972 to 1991. The city had paid $120 million in Burge-era compensatory settlement payouts and related legal fees by early 2018. Many of the victims were Black.48

			Meanwhile the city’s parks were separate but not equal. In white neighborhoods, they were in tip-top shape. In Black neighborhoods, it was just the opposite.

			Even in the mid-1980s you could still see remnants of Chicago Parks Apartheid. I drove every weekday from Edgewater on the city’s North Side west through Sauganash to get to the Kennedy Expressway for work in the suburbs. In Sauganash were fancy homes and cars, immaculate yards and lawns. Higher-paid city workers lived here. A few mobsters.

			The public spaces of Sauganash were already manicured within an inch of their lives. But as I drove by one day, there in the middle of a boulevard-like parkway on Peterson Avenue were a slew of city workers. They were assiduously trimming the already-trimmed grass. They were edging the already-edged edges. They were tending the perfectly tended flower beds. I knew what city lands and parks looked like in less-connected neighborhoods. Some kind of trip-wire went off. I rolled down my window and gave them shit.

			In 1975, the Chicago Reporter had sent a Black staffer to inventory the polished splendor of that same Marquette Park—it was the name of both a park and the neighborhood around it—where Dr. King and his supporters had marched and been attacked by angry white mobs. The idea was to contrast the parks of white neighborhoods with the barren and run-down facilities in Black neighborhoods. But that Black journalist was jumped by local whites. He was beaten bloody and half-conscious.49
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