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“Well doggies!”
BUDDY EBSEN (1908-2003), American TV star, in his most famous role
as Jed Clampett in “The Beverly Hillbillies.” Ebsen was born on April 2.

SCOTT COFFMAN, COURIER-JOURNAL CONTRIBUTING CARTOONIST

T omorrow evening, the
Planning and Zoning Com-
mission will hold the sec-

ond of two hearings on Council-
man David Yates’ proposal to
change the city’s landmarks ordi-
nance. In advance of this event,
it’s important to understand
what’s stake and why the pro-
posed amendments matter. So
far, debate has focused on the
changes that would occur and
how the work of the Landmarks
Commission would be affected.
But considerably more hangs in
the balance. Indeed, it’s not too
much to say the future of the city
does. (The hearing is from 6:30 to
8:30 p.m. at the meeting hall of
UAW Local 862, 3000 Fern Valley
Road. Unlike the previous hear-
ing, this one will not be televised
on Metro TV.)

Louisville has a mixed record
of making sensible use of its past.
Notable successes have been bal-
anced by huge losses. Last year’s
debate over Whiskey Row illus-
trates the difficulty of building
support for preservation as a re-
development strategy. Even in a
case involving buildings of ex-
ceptional significance and mar-
ketable potential, preservation
proved a tough sell. That’s unfor-
tunate, because the benefits are
real and significant.

Cities that have made preser-
vation a central part of municipal
policy have benefited immeasur-
ably. Historic preservation
makes good business sense. Tax
incentives make rehabilitation
attractive to developers and
property owners. Kentucky
ranks seventh in the nation in use
of the federal preservation tax
credit. Last year, developers in-
vested over $19.5 million in 28
different projects. That’s more
than $700,000 per project. More-
over, a state tax credit makes re-
habilitation of historic buildings
even more appealing. Few states
provide such generous incen-
tives.

As a matter of public policy,
preservation is also attractive.
New construction has high ma-
terials costs. Rehabilitation, by
contrast, favors labor. That
means that more of every dollar
spent on rehab stays in the local
economy. Workers and local busi-
nesses benefit. New construction
sends money to far-away suppli-
ers.

Rehabilitation is a tried-and-
true method of bringing new life

to older neighborhoods. Restora-
tion of a single building can spark
refurbishment of an entire block.
When that happens, the gains are
far-reaching. Strong occupancy
in older neighborhoods reduces
transportation costs, boosts tax
revenues, and makes use of exist-
ing infrastructure. For these rea-
sons, it’s hard to understand why
any public official would oppose
preservation. The benefits are
simply too great.

Louisville’srecordwithhistor-
ic preservation offers some
grounds for pride, but there is
also a long list of missed opportu-
nities. Poor decisions in past dec-
ades have produced a downtown
with gaping holes and too many
underappreciated neighbor-
hoods. When Mayor Greg Fischer
visited the West End last year, he
commented on its “good bones.”
Indeed, the West End has some of
the best housing stock in the city.
So do Limerick, Smoketown,
Phoenix Hill and countless pock-
ets in between. It’s a shame that
these areas have not attracted the
reinvestment they deserve.
Many cities would recognize
them as opportunities waiting to
happen. Louisville, however,
seems unusually complacent,
content to let deterioration con-
tinue in the face of other possibil-
ities.

As far as the proposed
changes to the landmarks ordi-
nance are concerned, the most
important questions are the ones
that have yet to be asked. Why
isn’t Metro Council focused on
providing stronger incentives for
preservation? And what good will
come of tinkering with an ordi-
nance that has worked well for
more than 40 years? Louisville’s
ability to compete for jobs and
new investment depends on
sound strategies for develop-
ment. Continuing to favor new
construction over a more bal-
anced approach makes no sense.
Preservation has a vital role to
play in creating a more prosper-
ous city. If the members of Metro
Council are serious about job cre-
ation and economic development,
preservation deserves a closer
look. The economics are not com-
plex, and the methods are simple.
It’s the returns that matter — and
they are greater than usually as-
sumed.

Daniel Vivian is an assistant profes-
sor of history at the University of
Louisville. He currently serves on
the board of directors of Preserva-
tion Kentucky.

Historic preservation
and Louisville’s potential
By Daniel Vivian
Special to The Courier-Journal

O bamacare faced a tough crowd at the Su-
preme Court. But those tough, probing
questions from Justice Anthony Kennedy,

the court’s key swing voter, give defenders of the
Affordable Care Act reasons to have hope.

It is always unwise to read too much into the
questions the justices ask during
arguments. But at this point, it
seems likely that Obamacare’s
fate will hinge on its least popular
feature, according to polls: the in-
dividual mandate that requires the
uninsured to buy health insurance
or face a fine.

The issue pressed by Kennedy’s
questions, in particular, was
whether there is a “limiting princi-
ple” that will prevent the govern-
ment from forcing us to buy other

things that might be good for us — like, say, health
club memberships or healthy vegetables like
broccoli.

But as Kennedy’s tough questions persisted,
Kennedy sounded increasingly like he was
searching less for ammunition than for reassur-
ance. Was he looking for holes in the administra-
tion’s argument in order to knock it down or help
him prepare arguments in its defense?

It’s hard to believe Kennedy didn’t know the an-
swers to his questions before he asked them. But if
he found good enough reasons to support the law,
he could possibly win the support of Chief Justice
John Roberts, whose court would sound more
credible with a 6-3 decision than a 5-4.

Justice Kennedy asked Solicitor General Don-
ald Verrilli if he saw any limits on the interstate
commerce clause of the Constitution, a clause that
provides the main argument for the government
to regulate health care. To be persuaded, Kennedy
undoubtedly needed to hear a “yes” answer.

And he got it, although Verrilli unfortunately
stumbled in ways that brought generally poor re-
views from media analysts. That was unfortunate
because, as unpopular as the mandate may be, the
constitutional arguments in its favor are strong.

For one, there’s no question that health care
falls under interstate commerce. If you have an
accident while visiting another state, for example,
your health insurance coverage follows you.

And the slippery slope “broccoli” argument,
echoed by several conservative justices, echoed
the talk-show rhetoric of the tea party extremists
protesting outside the Supremes’ courthouse. But
it is easily refuted. First of all, health care is not
broccoli, as the Obama administration argued. We
don’t all eat broccoli but virtually all of us use the
health care system, except for those who, like
Christian Scientists, are exempt for religious rea-
sons from the program.

Yet when the health care market provides free
hospital emergency room visits, among other ex-
amples, we all wind up having to pay for it in high-
er insurance and health care costs.

Besides, those who talk about Obamacare in-
truding into the health care market need to re-
member how much government already is in

health care, especially with the very popular pro-
grams of Medicare and Medicaid. As Justice Ruth
Bader Ginsburg pointed out, Congress requires us
to pay for Medicare or Social Security, even if we
think we won’t need it.

Ironically, even the court’s conservatives indi-
cated no hint of a constitutional objection to a sin-
gle-payer plan, in which the government provided
insurance as it does with Medicare. However, as
anyone who remembers the prolonged debate
knows, congressional Republicans would not even
go along with a tax, let alone a mandate — even
though the mandate idea originated with the con-
servative Heritage Foundation in the late 1980s.
Some leading Republicans who supported it then
now oppose it, now that Obama has proposed it.

There’s an irony: The same democratic process
that produced Obamacare provides the best “lim-
iting principle” now. We may see that demonstrat-
ed once again, if the high court sends Obamacare
back to Congress. If so, history might repeat it-
self.

But who knows? By the time the high court de-
cides, I expect support for Obamacare to have
grown, once the public can get past the mandate
and focus on its more popular features.

Clarence Page is a columnist with the Chicago Tribune.
His email address is cpage@tribune.com.

Questions offer hope
for health care law

Justice Anthony Kennedy may be the decisive vote
in upholding the Affordable Care Act. AP

If Kennedy likes the answers,
court might uphold mandate

Clarence
Page

T ravelers today speak of
“thin” places, where the
distance between heaven

and earth evaporates and we are
able to glimpse the divine, or the
transcendent. An old
Celtic saying goes,
Heaven and earth are
only three feet apart.
But in thin places, that
distance is even short-
er.

The religious
scholar Mircea Eliade
wrote, in The Sacred
and the Profane, “some
parts of space are
qualitatively differ-
ent from others.” And
an Apache proverb
holds that “wisdom
sits in places.” So, how
to find it, a thin place?

It will not be found
at Disney World, or
Trump Tower, where
the things of this world are too
much with us. It may, most often,
be found by accident. I have
found my spirits lifted in many a
various place: sitting in a bar in
Copenhagen when the light at 5
p.m. turns blue; skiing the Conti-
nental Divide in Colorado, where
we were literally and figurative-
ly closer to the stars; looking at a
beautifully subtle Agnes Martin
painting in the Hirschorn Mu-
seum in Washington, D.C.

A thin place can certainly be
an identifiably sacred place, yet
perhaps not all of them, nor for all
people. I find the Cathedral of No-
tre Dame in Paris to be squat and
unlovely. (This is an aesthetic
comment, not a spiritual one.)
The gothic St. Patrick’s Cathedral
in New York City holds, for me,

all the warmth and uplift of a
burial vault. And yet, I have felt
transformative magic in other sa-
cred places: spending a blessedly
quiet New Year’s Eve with my
fiancée at the St. Meinrad abbey
in Southern Indiana; watching
the children’s choir sing at St. Al-

date’s in Oxford; and,
yes, retreating to the
Abbey at Gethsemani,
in Central Kentucky,
for a weekend.

The services at
Gethsemani are quite
lovely, but I prefer
walking the footpath
that leads to the fire
tower. The path rises
at it goes along, and
surprises as it does:
here a bench, there a
statue, here a flower-
ing crocus. The still-
ness in the air at Geth-
semani is its transcen-
dence. The silence,
too.

Gethsemani is
beautifully haunted by the spirit
of Thomas Merton as well, of
course. A knowledge of his writ-
ings, and of his exuberant per-
sona, only enlivens the place. If
my understanding of him is im-
perfect, or incomplete, that does
not diminish my experience.
When will my understanding be
perfect, or complete? Never.

I walk the paths he walked. I
breathe the air he breathed. And
the distance between us gets
shorter.

Frederick Smock is associate profes-
sor of English at Bellarmine Univer-
sity and the author of “Pax Intranti-
bus: A Meditation on the Poetry of
Thomas Merton” and the forth-
coming “A Walk in the Woods with
Tom Merton.”

Gethsemani: A ‘thin’ place
By Frederick Smock
Special to The Courier-Journal

A service is held in
2005 at the Abbey of
Gethsemani, which
was once home to
Thomas Merton.
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