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LIFE OF FORMER CITY PLANNER ED BACON

SUBJECT OF WHYY PRODUCTION
…Thursday, September 23 at 8:30 p.m. on TV12…

Ed Bacon, the outspoken former executive director of the Philadelphia Planning Commission who appeared on the cover of Time magazine in 1964 for transforming the landscape of Philadelphia and the field of city planning, is the subject of HOMETOWN LEGENDS: ED BACON, an original WHYY production airing on Thursday, September 23 at 8:30 p.m. on TV12. The 30-minute program is the second installment in a new WHYY series celebrating the lives of people from the Delaware Valley who have become legends.

The program contains animated commentary from Bacon, which includes thoughts on his Quaker childhood, his son, actor Kevin, and skateboarders.  It also features vintage footage of the ever-changing scenery of Philadelphia, spanning the last 60 years, and video of Bacon from early in his career.  

Born in West Philadelphia in 1910, Bacon’s architectural vision has been one of the greatest influences on the Philadelphia terrain. His feisty spirit and determination drove him to overcome skepticism from his critics and helped transform Philadelphia into a thriving business, retail and rental marketplace. “I made the resolve in 1936 that come Hell or high water, I would never budge out of this city, and that I would put my life’s blood on the line to make it as good as I could,” states Bacon in the program. 

However, Bacon was not always so eager to stay in the City of Brotherly Love. As a young man, Bacon attended Cornell University to study architecture, traveled abroad, and later lived in Michigan after receiving a fellowship from Cranbrook Academy of Fine Art. While in Michigan, he worked for famed city planner Eliel Saarinen and married Ruth Holmes. Bacon eventually returned to Philadelphia to live with his new wife. “My first thought was to get out of this dump as fast as I could,” remarked Bacon.

Bacon’s planned departure was halted when former colleague Walter Phillips helped him get a job as managing director of the Philadelphia Housing Association. It was there that Bacon started making connections and honing his architectural plans for the city.

The program explores Bacon’s innovative work throughout Philadelphia, including the revival of Society Hill. “I loved Society Hill when it was an incredible slum,” states Bacon. According to Gary Hack,
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dean of the Graduate School of Fine Arts at the University of Pennsylvania who is featured in the program, most cities in the country at that time would have demolished such blighted areas as Society Hill. Instead Bacon successfully brought new residences and high-rise buildings to the area, while making sure to retain the community’s historical character. 
Another radical project of Bacon’s was the creation of Penn Center across from City Hall, which he designed with fellow architect Vincent Kling.  “They managed to create a whole new office corridor, and that’s really where the new economy of the ‘60s and ‘70s found its place, states Hack.

Bacon later turned his attention to the east end of Market Street where he pushed for the development of The Gallery at Market East shopping mall. As usual, his critics fought the idea. “They said, ‘Look, there’s not enough demand for retail in this area to use up one level, let alone three,’” remembers Bacon. In addition to being a thriving shopping center, The Gallery at Market East is also a hub of transportation, which was a priority for Bacon. “He’s preoccupied with transportation systems and how they interlock with each other,” adds Hack. 

Bacon remained involved in local city planning issues after his retirement in 1970. Whenever designs surfaced for a building to be erected higher than William Penn’s hat above City Hall, builders would approach Bacon for approval. “I would say to them, ‘well, it’s only a gentleman’s agreement. The question is whether or not you are a gentleman,’” states Bacon.

Most recently, he has been an advocate for skateboarders now banned from Love Park, which he designed in 1932. “Who in the world would be disturbed by skateboarders in this place? It’s absolutely wrong,” exclaims Bacon. The program contains footage of his now-famous recent skateboard ride in the park to protest the ban.

Hack summarizes, “He’s not a person who is frozen in time. He’s a person who continues to evolve in his ideas.”

Executive Producer for HOMETOWN LEGENDS: ED BACON is Trudi Brown. Patty Hartman is writer and producer. Other subjects in the HOMETOWN LEGENDS series include: Phillies broadcaster Harry Kalas airing Sunday, September 5 at 10:30 p.m.; Scientist Dr. Ruth Patrick airing Thursday, September 30 at 8:30 p.m.; and University of Delaware football coach Harold R. “Tubby” Raymond airing Thursday, October 7 at 8:30 p.m.  
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For Ed Bacon photos, visit www.whyy.org/pressroom or call Daneil Mazone at 215-351-3316.
