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Vntroduction

THE CENTRAL PART of East New York in Brooklyn, home to 100,000
people in 1965, was largely destroyed in the following decade. The de
struction accompanied a racial him the population, from 85 percent
white in 1960 to 80 percent black and Puerto Rican by 1966 Durmg that
period, the racially biased policies of real estate brokers and speculators
and their unrestrained exploitation of house-hungry blacks and Puerto
Ricans, the redlming of the community by the banks, and the almost
total neglect of the situation by the city and its agencies brought the area
to the bnnk of collapse

Following riots in the summer of 1966, the city finally decided to
use its housing resources toward rebuilding in the riot-tom areas of the
South Bronx, Bedford-Stuyvesant, and East New York. My consulting
firm was given the contract to develop the housing program for East
New York Working with a community contmittee, we developed a Vest
Pocket and Rehabilitation housmg improvement program for 2,300
units of new and rehabilitated low-rent and moderate-income housing.
Ten years later, despite the successful completion of the 2,300-unit con
struct-ion program, nearly half of East New York had been destroyed.

The commumty destruction phase actually began m the early
1960s, when up to 200 real estate firms worked overtime to turn East
New York from white to black. “Ripe” blocks were flooded with scare
literature, brokers and speculators paraded black famthes up and down
the streets to frighten whites into selling Middle-income minority fam
flies bought houses at inflated prices durmg the early 1960s, but, as
whites moved out, as stores and institutions closed, and as welfare fam
ilies moved m, middle-mcome blacks began looking elsewhere for
housing.

The East New York story is typical of ghetto communities in big
cities across the country. In the St Louis Model Cities area, for example,
31 percent of the housing stock was vacated and vandalized or demol
ished between 1960 and 1966, creating a ghost town that stretched for
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blocks at a time. In Newark, massive urban renewal clearance in its
Central Ward, combined with rapacious real estate tactics in adjacent
wards, accelerated a transition from white middle- and working-class
to almost totally black fringe neighborhoods. In Cleveland, to view a
darker (more racist) side, newly emerging black ghettos were rezoned
to permit bars, gambling dens, and houses of prostitution. Neverthe
less, East New York remains a fair enough example of what happened
to blacks and other minorities who moved into newly created ghetto
communities.

The ghetto was ruled by standards and laws different from those
that operated in white society. The ruthless exploitation of helpless
black and other minority families, not only by private parties but by
government officials and agencies as well, was typical. Deception, prof
iteering, negligence~ criminalitY, and ~0~munity~2stroY~’lg behavior
were practiced on a grand scale, unfettered by ethical, professionals or
(often) legal standards. An example: top FHA (Federal Housing Au
thority) officials and even the prestigious firm of Dun and Bradstreet
were indicted for lying about East New York homebuyer incomes, ap
praised values, and housing quality in the service of unscrupulous
mortgage brokers who were paying them off.2 In East New York, it was
open season.

Make no mistake. Ghettos are created by the apartheid policies of
white society. In July 1966, Martin Luther King embarked on a cam
paign to end the extreme segregation of blacks in Chicago, one of the
continuing legacies of slavery. He began his campaign with a rally in
Soldier Field and a march on City Hall during which he was stoned and
spat upon. After meeting with Mayor Richard Daley the. following day,
he announced that nonviolence had not produced victories in Chicago.
The unproductive rally was followed by marches into Cicero and other
white Chicago suburbs, after which King said he had never met any
thing like the concentrated hatred and violence poured out by northern
segregatlomst5.

Blacks and other minorities channeled into the ghettos have needs
just like everyone else. They want decent homes in decent neighbor
hoods, with quality schools and a watchful, impartial police force. But
none of these things are freely available to them.

In most of its important responsibi11tie5~ the New York City gov
ernment has failed to satisfy the needs of its local communities. These
include the need to (1) rigidly enforce an open housing policy through-
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out the five boroughs, (2) maintain high standards of housing, police,
fire, sanitation, schooling, and similar services, and (3) grapple effec
tively with the social, physical, and economic problems of the urban
ghetto.

Most big cities have long been indifferent to these needs. None of
the central agencies are responsible for the well-being of a local com
munity, nor are they used to viewing them as entities. The normal ten
dency of a city agency is to administer and evaluate its own program as
an isolated citywide function; thus, a police force is concerned prima
rily with the number of arrests it makes, not with the service it provides
to the communities it occupies. Even if the inadequacies are exposed, a
chronic shortage of funds and a rigid definition of functions inhibits at
tempts to develop real solutions. Failures and cynical indifference are
the inevitable results.

The impacts of racial and economic segregation are manifold.
Today, more than 9 million people in the United States live in concen
trated urban enclaves where more than 40 percent or more of the resi
dents are poor.3 These are communities where jobs have moved to the
suburbs, the streets are unsafe, and good child care is beyond most
working families’ means, if it exists at all. In 1997, 5.4 million house
holds with 12.3 million individuals paid more than half their income for
rent.4 These households represented 5 percent of the nation’s popula
tion and a disturbing one-sixth of all U.S. renters.

For many people, safe, decent housing is an unattainable luxury.
Despite a booming economy, 750,000 people currently live on the
streets. Five million women struggle alone to provide financial support
and child care for their children. Most of these unfortunates struggle for
survival in the nation’s ghettos.

This book provides a case study of the ghettoization of East New
York and its impacts. It shows what really did happen when a pleasant
working-class community was destroyed. For many people, including
those who lived there or whose families lived there, the process by
which their community was destroyed remains a mystery. Coverage in
the major media has always been spotty, except when murder or riots
get front-page coverage.5 To the extent that the destruction is noted in
the major media, the blame is generally laid at the feet of the blacks and
Puerto Ricans who moved into the community

This book describes the etiology of ghetto formation. It began with
steps to prevent blacks from living in most communities occupied by
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whites and forced them instead to live in East New York and other com
munities slated by real estate forces for minority occupancy. It contin
ued with an endless series of real estate swindles, specu1ati0n5~ and
foreclosures, followed by an almost universal halt to normal mainte
nance and repair. This produced a shocking reduction in housing qual
ity within two or three short years.

Once they moved into East New York, minorities were confronted
with the lack of services. While families with thousands of children
were moving into the commut y’, the New York City Board of Educa
tion was not moved to provide the additional school seats needed. Are-
port by my office on school needs in 1969 recoimnended the immediate
construction of four elementaly and four intermediate schools. Yet, be
tween 1966 and 1974, the Board of Education was unable (or unwill
ing?) to build a single school in East New York.

It is my hope that this book will open our eyes to what racial segre
gation has done to those who inhabit the urban ghettos. It is also my
hope that black and Puerto Rican people (and any other ethnic or racial
minorities) will learn more fully about the history of their exploitation
and oppression at the hands of white society—and that they will feel
strongly enough about it to renew their efforts to win the right to live
anywhere in this great city and to secure the high quality of services
they deserve.

There is also the distinct possibility that blacks and Puerto Ricans
will not recognize themselves as victims. When interviewed, many
blacks and other minorities felt they were being treated fairly by the po
lice and their government. They saw their problems as their own fault
or nobody’s fault, according to responses. If they didn’t get further
ahead, there was something lacking in the home, or perhaps in the
school. If there was a lot of crime around, it was not the government’s
fault or anyone’s fault. There just weren’t any jobs, so young people got
into trouble.

The following pages show that it really was someone’s fault and
that the perpetrators were usually white. This is not to say that blacks
have not committed their fair share of crimes or done their share of ex
ploiting their own people or of profiteering at the expense of their com
murilty. But it is to say that much of this misbehavior stems from the
social and economic straitjacket into which the black and Puerto Rican
community has been crammed.

Many minority crimes and cases of corruptions exploitations and
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profiteering are an attempt by those committing them to find a place in
the sun. They are perhaps misguided, and that is something that has to
be addressed. To make great strides forward, blacks and Puerto Ricans
will have to rally and organize their community in ways they have not
yet always been able to manage.

Some progress has been made. Local coimnunity organizations
have been and are useful instruments for changing the ways things are
done. They have a direct stake in the outcome, a detailed knowledge of
conditions, experience with the way things are, the spirit and determi
nation to succeed, and the intelligence and imagination to develop new
approaches and solutions. Not being part of the centralized govern
mental bureaucracy, they can develop logical solutions without worry
ing about agency prerogatives or bureaucratic limits. They can also
freely pressure government and public-spirited business to make the
needed changes, though getting government to see the light is often the
main stumbling block.

Local community activity has already been the inspiration for the
construction of more than 1,200 Nehemiah homes and another 1,300
units of new and rehabilitated housing in East New York during the
past two decades. Advances in education, child care, health, youth pro
grams, and other social services are also described in the pages that fol
low. Much more could have been accomplished if it were not for an
entrenched political cabal, which ignored community needs and served
its own selfish interests. The continuing criminalization of East New
York’s youth (indeed, almost its entire male population) and the intense
concentration of welfare recipients and other desperately poor families
remain terrible burdens for the community. The tendency for most or
ganizations to go it alone, to compete rather than cooperate, also im
pedes progress.

Yet, a glimmer of hope has just appeared on the horizon. As I type
these words on the evening of November 6, 2001,1 see that the reformer
Charles Barron has won the City Council seat vacated by Priscilla
Wooten, who held sway in East New York for more than thirty years.
Diane Cordon, another newcomer, defeated Assemblyman Ed Griffith,
another perennial, in last year’s New York state election. If this emerg
ing new leadership commits itself to community improvement, it might
just be able to rally all the local organizations around the highest prior
ity commmiMy needs and to design programs and plan campaigns to
meet those needs. It is not too hard to visualize a coalition of ghetto
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communities firmly pressing city, state, and federal governments for
the programs and services they need.

A word about the events of September 11, 2001, and how they have
affected East New York. Hard though it may be for some to tmderstand,
the explosions1 fire, and meltdown of the World Trade Center and
everything around it had little effect on the community. The East New
York ghetto is not part of the mainstream economic system; it is part of
an alternate social and economic system. While many individuals
grieved along with the rest of the city~ while many lost jobs and haven’t
found new ones, the disaster had no great emotional or physical impact
on the community.

This will not prevent the city from using its disaster-related fiscal
poverty as an excuse to defer the improvement of housing, social serv
ices, the small-business climate, and the infrastructure of East New
York. Worse yet, the city will likely try to force draconian budget cuts
on East New York and other ghetto communities in Brooklyn and the
Bronx, just as it did during the fiscal crisis of the 1970s. It is not too early
to start organizing against any such outcome. East New York deserves
sufficient city resources to bring itself out of the hole that has been dug
in its ground zero over the past forty years.

We!come to East NewYork

THIS CHAPTER INTRODUCES EastNewYork as itappeared tomy
consulting firm late in 1966—67 (see map 1).’ At the start of the 1960s,
the population was 85 percent white. By the end of 1966, the popula
tion of 100,000 was close to 80 percent black and Puerto Rican. Hun
dreds of small businesses closed during the changeover; churches and
synagogues were abandoned, then vandalized and burned before they
could be put to use by the incoming population. Public services and
private agencies were unprepared (and often unwilling) to address the
needs of the new minority population.

What brought the community to its sorry state is a story with many
threads. This chapter describes where, under what local circumstances,
and to what extent the transformation from white to minority took
place.

In 1966, central East New York was a major community, its 100,000
people formed into 29,500 households.2 Some 45 percent of the popula
tion lived in female-headed households, only one member of which
was an adult. Racially and ethnically, there were close to 48,000 blacks,
30,000 Puerto Ricans, and 22,000 whites. Of the 29,500 households,
about 6,000 (equal numbers of blacks and Puerto Ricans) with an aver
age of five persons per household were on welfare, with another 5,500
households with an average of three persons per household (80 percent
black and 20 percent Puerto Rican) were eligible for welfare but not on
it. Many eligible households that applied were illegally denied welfare
benefits.3 It is also intriguing that a female-headed household with
fewer than three children was normally not on welfare, while a mother
with three or more children usually was.4 However it was sliced, 40 per
cent of East New York households were living in poverty.

Not everyone in East New York was poot In addition to the 11,500
households on welfare or eligible for it, there were approximately
8,000 homeowners, with an average household size of three persons.
Fewer than 40 percent of the homeowners were white, three-quarters
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of whom were Italian; 45 percent were black, and the remaining 15 per
cent were Puerto Rican. The rest of the population, some 10,000 renter
households, were equally split between white middle- and working-
class tenants, 75 percent Italian, 25 percent Jewish, with equal numbers
of working-class blacks and Puerto Ricans.

There were large numbers of children and teenagers in the corn
munity, resulting in less adult and especially parental control. The av
erage age in East New York was under eighteen years compared with
twenty-five to thirty-five years in most stable New York City communi
ties. Of roughly 55,000 persons under eighteen years of age, 25,000 were
enrolled in public schools and 7,000 in private schools; 18,000 were in
the preschool ages or out of school. Leaving aside the prekindergarten
age group, my firm’s analysis indicated that some 9,000 school-age chil
then and teenagers were not attending school.

One out of every seven youths between the ages of seven and
twenty was arrested during 1965. In 1966, seven crimes were reported
for every 100 persons in the area.

In East New York’s tenement area alone (see description later in this
chapter), with only 16,000 people, there were more than 1,000 juvenile
delinquents in 1965.~ Some 400 fires and more than 1,100 crimes (about
a quarter of those that actually occurred) were reported in this area. In
East New York as a whole, there were 1,400 fires in 1965,400 of them in
vacant buildings. Young people used vacant buildings as clubhouses,
and dope addicts set up housekeeping in them; fires started to keep the
occupants warm often got out of control. Such fires were dangerous to
adjoining buildings as well as to squatters in the vacant buildings, and
caused more than one fatality during the course of the study. Violence,
shootings, knifings, and gang terror were common.

HOW EAST NEWYORK GOT ITS NAME

The first major event in East New York’s history was its settlement by
the Dutch in 1690.6 Called the New Lofts of Flatbush, the area was de
veloped into ten farms owned by the different families such as the
Schencks and the Van Sinderins, for whom many East New Yorkstreets
are named. The New Lots Reformed Church, now a landmark, was first
established in the seventeenth century and rebuilt in 1824.

East New York
CommunitY District 5
with central ENY sections
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A second major event was the appearance of Colonel John K. Pitkin.
Arriving in New Lotts in 1835, with money and ambition accrued as a
Connecticut merchant, he beheld a farming district little different from
the Dutch settlement it had been 150 years earlier. What he envisioned
for the area, however, was consummately urban. On the land then
given to potatoes and wheat, dairy cows and swine, a land known as
“the Market Garden of the United States,” he wanted to build factories,
shops, homes, and schools.7 To make clear what he had in mind, he
named his new settlement East New York.

He bought 135 acres of land from farmers in the area, built a shoe
factory on one parcel, and divided the rest into lots that sold for ten to
twenty-five dollars each. He named the first new thoroughfare Broad
way. The financial panic of 1837 ended Pitkin’s dream of metropolitan
grandeur, reducing him to serving as the auctioneer of his own assets.
But he was not without a legacy. Broadway came to bear his name;
Pitkin Avenue. The shoe factory and the workers who built cottages
around it spearheaded the area’s shift from agriculture to industry. The
designation “East New York” supplanted New Lofts on maps and in of
ficial records.

Through the remaining decades of the nineteenth century, East
New York grew gradually through the talents and hard work of Ger
man immigrants as brushmakers, gold-beaters~8 and tailors. With the
installation of five electrified subway and trolley lines between 1880
and 1922, a genuine boom began. Many new-law tenements were built.9
From Manhattan’s Lower East Side and the older Brooklyn district of
Bushwick streamed Italians and Jews, Russians and Poles, filling the
new tenements and locating inexpensive home sites between the Ja
maica Avenue El on the north and the Livonia Avenue trestle to the
south. The immigrants bottled milk, brewed beer, stitched clothes, and
cast dies. Manning factory assembly lines, they made products ranging
from starch to fireworks, toys to torpedoes.

In 1906, the Williamsburg Bridge opened—the “Jewish Passover”
to Brooklyn. Jews emigrated to Williamsburg, and some found their way
to East New York. Other East European immigrants, Poles and Lithua
nians, joined the influx. Italians, in much smaller numbers, acquired
truck farms from the remaining Dutch. Some Italians became marshland
squatters and later went into the private refuse-disposal business.’°

By the Great Depression of the 1930s, East New York was com
pletely built up north of New Lots. It was a stable, lower middle-class

community, heavily Italian Catholic and Jewish, with a large enclave
of Polish Catholics centering around St. John Cantious Church. There
were also a number of well-to-do Dutch families that still owned
substantial property and had strong attachments to the community
Churches, synagogues, and schools were all built during the pre
depression period, but little was constructed during the depths of the
depression.

THE INDUSTRIAL QUADRANT

The transition from white to black and Puerto Rican started in the north
west quadrant, in Colonel Pitkin’s part of town (see map 1).hl More than
half the area was in industrial or commercial use; the housing was con
centrated in only a few blocks. The older housing stock was made up in
good part of nineteenth century old-law frame dwellings, as well as
two-family frame dwellings that had been converted to multiple dwell
ing use. By the early 1950s, the housing stock had markedly deterio
rated. Houses stood next to vacant buildings, garbage-strewn lots,
junkyards, and automotive body works, creating an oppressive atmos
phere. Industry and commerce appeared to thrive, however. Many com
panies were planning to expand, including several that had recently
acquired additional properties. The area also contained the smallest
number of public or semipublic facilities such as schools in East New
York, and only one community improvement group was identified.

As might be expected, after World War II, many tenement dwellers
from this northwest quadrant sought to improve their standard of liv
ing. As the suburban boom took hold and the postwar housing short
age eased, there were successive shifts of the white population from
poorer to better housing. Industrial-quadrant families began moving
into single- and two-family homes east of Pennsylvania Avenue. They
were replaced initially by whites and a few blacks and Puerto Ricans
who settled in the community. All seemed normal, as retired couples
living in the tenement area to the south held on to their houses in the
face of rising housing costs elsewhere.

As whites continued their exodus, more blacks and Puerto Ricans
moved in. In a gradual progression, over a period of fifteen years, the
industrial quadrant became the first section to change completely in
ethnic composition. By early 1966, the area had become 90 percent black
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and Puerto Rican.’2 The shift Caused little Concern in the adjoining white
community, largely because the area was a mixture of housing and in
dustry and somewhat isolated from the main residential community.

THE TENEMENT AREA

The tenement area, the focus of the city’s Vest Pocket Housing and Re
habilitation Program, for which my consulting firm did the planning,
lay just south of the industrial quadrant. It was heavily built up, with
four-story tenements, both old-law and early new-law, with mostly
small apartments. The area contained a substantial number of two- to
four-family houses, as well. Building maintenance had been neglected
since the beginning of World War II; landlords continued their neglect
after the war’s end, complaining bitterly about New York City’s rent
control laws all the while.

As with residents of the industrial quadrant, dissatisfied younger
families began to move out of the tenements, not only to housing east
of Pennsylvania Avenue but also to residences south of Linden Boule
vard, to Canarsie, to Queens, and even to Long Island. In many of these
areas, a home could be had for less than a thousand dollars down. A
major new rental housing development, Warbasse Houses, was built in
Canarsie and proved very attractive to older Jews and other religious
and ethnic groups. This was followed in the early 1970s by Starrett City
in the Flatlands.

Population pressures on East New York were intense. To the north,
the Bedford-Stuyvesant ghetto had been developing rapidly during
and since World War II; Brownsville had already become a completely
devastated black ghetto. Concurrently, the New York City Housing Au
thority began displacing several thousand additional Brownsville fam
ilies for a series of massive public housing projects, adding greatly to
the pressures on adjoining areas.

These thousands of families and other thousands spilling out of the
expanding Brooklyn ghettos joined in the desperate search for housing.
They scoured the streets of East New York looking for apartments. With
few whites interested in renting, landlords began renting to blacks and
Puerto Ricans at the higher rents permitted when apartments became
vacant. Some even harassed their old white tenants, getting them to
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move so that they could rent to blacks at higher rates. As whites moved
away, more blacks and Puerto Ricans moved in. The growing white de
parture yielded new vacancies, swiftly taken by friends and relatives of
the blacks and Hispanics already there. Further, welfare and social
agencies were also busy seeking housing for their clients, adding to the
social and economic pressures.

By 1963, most young, white families had left the tenements; only
elderly people and a few others were left. The streets were already un
dergoing a transformation. Practically every block showed at least one
boarded up or burned-out building; some showed as many as three or
four. Sanitation services were neglected; the streets began to fill with
garbage and broken glass. Move-ins and move-outs were common, es
pecially among welfare clientele, lending an aura of instability to the
area. Black and Puerto Rican children and youths dominated the land
scape; growing lawlessness, vandalism, and violence made the streets
unsafe. The Jewish community panicked; many moved south of Linden
Boulevard, leaving behind abandoned synagogues and community
centers. Jewish and other ethnic shopkeepers, frightened by vandalism
and crime, isolated from their old customers, also moved out of the
area. Many others were wrenched loose by real estate speculation, rob
bery, and racial tension.

The first of two riots in the summer of 1966 helped complete the
tenement area’s transition to more than 90 percent black and Puerto
Rican. The unrest was traced to turf conflicts between black and Puerto
Rican youths. Hundreds of black, Puerto Rican, and white households
immediately fled the area, touching off a wave of vandalism and crime
that lasted well into the winter months of 1967.

TENEMENT AREA SOUTH

South of the tenement area, there was an almost complete changeover
from white to black and Puerto Rican between 1960 and 1966, but with
far less destruction. About half the structures in this area were one- to
four-family dwellings, many of which were bought by minority fami
lies after 1960, largely due to sales promoted by “blockbusting” specu
lators. A substantial percentage of the new owners rented rooms to
welfare families, thereby raising the population densities above theft
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1960 levels. The rest of the housing was in four-story walk-up brick ten
ements, which had also lost most of their white tenancy.

Most of the area required only minor maintenance, though one
out of every four or five blockfronts could have used moderate reha
bilitation. There were relatively few vacant buildings as well; one or
two were noted on a few blocks bordering the tenement area. South of
New Lots Avenue, one or two vacant buildings per blockfront were
also found.

The Jewish and Italian residents who remained were unhappy
about the minority in-migration and were worried by the increase in
fires and crime. Sanitation was poor; some streets close to the tenement
area were littered with broken glass. Block associations and the East
New York Owners and Tenants League worked hard to maintain the
area, but many owners became pessimistic about their investment.
There were few public facilities, few churches, and some infrequently
used synagogues.

THE NORTHEASTERN TIER

This area experienced the lowest rate of population turnover in East
New York, at least until 1967. While the tier’s population had aged, my
firm estimated that the ethnic composition remained predominantly
white and the household size relatively stable. Aside from the heavily
commercial Atlantic Avenue frontage, the area was residential. Dwell
ings were predominantly frame structures housing one to foar families.
While a good many buildings had been well maintained, their owners
continuing to paint and otherwise keep up their property, many build
ings had deteriorated through their owners’ neglect.

Recent events had also taken their toll. Vacant buildings were liber
ally scattered throughout the area, but rarely more than one to a block.
Yet the depressing effect of these vacant and vandalized buildings,
taken together with the few vacant lots overgrown with weeds and a
general air of neglect contributed to the pessimistic outlook of many
residents.

One new public school was under construction, and another had
been approved. There were other public facilities, including several
substantial churches, parochial schools, and related facilities. The Russ
ian Orthodox Church was a community landmark, and St. John Cantius

Church (located just south of the Northeastern Tier boundary) was a
major institution. St. John’s Lutheran Church, a very old community in
stitution, was also located there. Rising crime rates and antipathy to
ward the minority families living in pockets of deteriorated housing
had dulled the sense of satisfaction occasioned by the new schools. At
community planning meetings, many businessmen were thinking of
closing their stores. The area seemed susceptible to considerable deteri
oration and change over the coming years.

THE ONE-TO FOUR-FAMILY AREA

In a sector of almost fifty square blocks, running from Pennsylvania Av
enue east for half a mile, there was a large number of one- to four-fam
ily homes, many of which had been purchased by minority-group
families as a result of blockbusting (see chapter 3 for more detail). The
minority groups replaced a largely Jewish population, which moved
south of Linden Boulevard or to the suburbs in the early l960s. In 1967,
my firm estimated the racial composition at 50 percent black, 30 percent
Puerto Rican, and 20 percent white.

A number of white homeowners held out east of Pennsylvania and
north of New Lots, but no new white families moved in; the blockbust
ing brokers saw to that. Most homeowners had to accept weltare ten
ants in their two- to four-family houses to iceep the units occupied so
that they could keep up with mortgage payments. According to own
ers, exploitative real estate practices, including onerous mortgage terms
and shady home improvement schemes, operated here with devastat
ing effect.

Nevertheless, the area was in better shape than might be expected,
considering its proximity to the tenement area. This was at least partly
a result of its lower densities and its amenities such as Linton Park, the
Thomas Jefferson High School field, and the New Lots Branch Library.
There was little mixed use, and only a few apartment buildings. The
housing was more solidly constructed, the row-house facades often
faced with smooth, light tan brick that resisted wear and discoloration.
There were some vacant buildings, but these were scattered. Newly or
ganized block and community organizations were active.

The second riot of 1966 was a battle that pit black and Puerto Rican
youths against Italian youths. The Italians held their ground. Less than
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a year later, in mid-June 1967, a youth was stabbed in a racial incident
in Linton Park, where black youths taunted white youths, not far from
the scene of the previous year’s riots. For nearly a week, groups of Ital
ians, Puerto Ricans, and blacks skirmished with guns, bricks, pipes,
chains, and Molotov cocktails. On the night of July 21, an eleven-year
old black, Eric Dean, was struck and killed by a sniper. Once word of his
slaying spread, looting and insurrection erupted across thirty-three
square blocks. Where seventy-five police officers normally patrolled
(were supposed to patrol would be more accurate), 1,000 were dis
patched, and thousands more around the city were held at their posts
in reserve.’3 The Italian community south of Livonia Avenue was aban
doned and turned black almost instantly.

THE EAST SECTOR

Another seven-by-fifteen square blocks to the east both Jews and Ital
ians had begun moving out. The area was heavily residential, with
small stores along the avenues. Two- to four-family homes predomi
nated; about half were of masonry construction. Frame houses in the
Italian section were shingled with various materials or faced with stone
or brick. As late as 1966, the area was stifi more than 50 percent white,
but by the end of 1967 the area had become 70 percent black and Puerto
Rican. The riots produced a modified form of the vandalism and build
ing abandomnent that characterized much of the tenement area.

More vacant buildings were found in this sector, an average of two
to a block. Housing conditions were also worse in the northern parts,
where most of the buildings were of wood frame construction.

About 5 percent of the units were vacant; the small stores along
Pitkin, Blake, New Lots, and other avenues were closed; several syna
gogues and community centers had been abandoned. There were no
parks or playgrounds.
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blockbusting, particularly in the vicinity of the New Lots Reformed
Church, in the center of the area. The area had successfully resisted the
invasion of poor and welfare clients, however. South of Linden, the
population was solidly white and racist.

After World War II, this area had flourished for a time. New
homes were built south of New Lots Avenue. Jews and Italians made
additional investments in community centers and parochial schools.
Second- and third-generation Poles and Lithuanians were ready for as
similation and started heading for Long Island and New Jersey. Simi
larly, the Dutch began moving to the suburbs, giving up their ancient
ties to the community. Jews and Italians took over Dutch-owned busi
ness and property.

After 1960, more new construction took place south of New Lots
Avenue. The new housing was predominantly single-family, though
there were sizable groups of two- to four-family houses. Most of the
housing was in fair to good condition, except for areas in which the
blockbusting had succeeded. There was still a good deal of vacant land
scattered throughout the sector.

Aside from some spotty commercial uses and an attractive YM
YWHA along Linden Boulevard, the area was totally residential in char
acter. While blockbusting was effective in parts of the area, it appeared
unlikely in the area containing new housing; no racial ghetto was ex
pected to develop there in the near future. Stiff resistance to blockbust
ing and to nonwhite movement into parts of the area had already been
experienced.

SMALL BUSINESS

Small businesses could not survive the ongoing changes. While Jewish
businesses survived the black ghettoization of Harlem, this was not
true in the more volatile world of East New York. A local bakery, possi
bly the last Jewish bakery in East New York, was robbed and broken
into six times in a two-month period. The bakery owner boarded up his
windows and triple-locked his doors, but the youths always found
ways to break in. The “loot” was hardly worth the effort derring-do,
doughnuts, and diversion seemed to be the main rewards. The baker ul
timately closed his shop.

Literally hundreds of stores were vacated in East New York during
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NEW LOTS TO LINDEN

This area was predominantly white, especially in the eastern portion.
Jewish families seemed to be concentrated at the western end, Italians
at the eastern end. Some inroads had been made by blacks through
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the 1960s, nor did minority merchants replace white ones. Even the
Puerto Ricans, more business oriented than blacks, opened few bodegas
or other stores. The fear of being robbed, vandalized, burned out, and
shot had denuded the area of most commercial uses except in periph
eral areas and on major commercial (nonretail) streets. The few stores in
the heart of the community were mostly tiny bodegas that catered to
Puerto Ricans in the immediate vicinity. Perhaps three-quarters of the
money available for retail goods in the community had to be spent out
side it.

CHURCHES AND SYNAGOGUES

By the end of 1966, only a few churches flourished in the community.
The experience with Jewish facilities was indicative. Of a dozen syna
gogues and centers active in the early 1960s, most were closed and
abandoned as the Jews moved out. Several attempts were made to ob
tain these facilities for black and Puerto Rican use; design plans were ac
tually made by my office and by local groups for the conversion of three
of them. Before funding or approvals could be obtained, they were all
vandalized and burned out. One synagogue was successfully con
verted to a day-care center, and a couple were sold or leased to mi
nority congregations. What could have been a major resource for the
minority community, however, was largely destroyed before it could be
put to use.

The Catholic churches were also in trouble. While they were able to
absorb Puerto Ricans and the change to Spanish services and congrega
tions, they were heavily in debt. White antagonism toward Puerto Ri-
cans in the congregation made the situation difficult at best and sharply
cut into attendance. On the other hand, most whites did not abandon
parochial schools when Puerto Ricans were enrolled, probably because
it was still a better alternative than the public schools. But, as white fam
ilies gradually moved away, the parochial schools ultimately closed as
well, adding to school seat shortages throughout the community.

As the Protestant churches gradually acquired mostly black parish
ioners, many of the old-time white clergymen became alienated from
theft new congregations. Many traditional Protestant churches simply
closed their doors. The more established ones were taken over by the
black middle class; the New Lots Reformed Church had 400 mem

bers, 85 percent of them black.14 Unfortunately, the new congregations
could not support the overhead costs of the formerly white congrega
tions. This resulted in continuing crises related to church maintenance.
Some churches were forced to close theft doors.

The Russian Orthodox Church, in the Northeastern Tier, had lost
most of its members and attracted few minority people. Storefront
churches were plentiful, and a few prospered. The Jewish YM-YWI-JA
on the southern periphery of East New York had achieved token inte
gration, but its membership form committed those who joined to reli
gious and cultural training. In 1965, it started an extension program in
nearby areas of Queens to bolster its client population. In all, the mi
nority population enjoyed only minor use of the existing facilities.

PUBLIC SERVICES AND FACILITIES

Recreation and community space in East New York was scarce. Most of
the synagogues and churches were abandoned or converted to com
mercial uses. After the riots, public and private youth agencies fried to
stabilize the situation. New organizations were formed to work with
youth and to serve poor families. While the programs seemed to have
some effect, only a few of those needing the services were able to get
them. The area was highly volatile and unstable. Almost every week,
there was a new disaster—a fatal fire, another building vacated or van
dalized, a crime of violence.

The condition of public facilities and services in 1967 was almost
catastrophic. Between 1960 and 1966, elementary school enrollment
rose by 40 percent and junior high enrollment by 44 percent (and an
other 24 percent the year after that). As a result, 5,000 pupils were on
short time in thirteen schools. Portables were also placed in six school
yards, and 500 children were being bussed. Many of the schools were
more than fifty years old and lacked hot-lunch facilities, gymnasiums,
science labs, and other facilities.

While a decent education from elementary through high school
was in short supply, day care was virtually absent. For this entire com
munity of 100,000 people, there wasn’t a single publicly sponsored day-
care center in 1967. A few centers were operating in Brownsville, and,
despite their long waiting lists, some twenty East New York parents had
been able to enroll their children in them. Still, only one out of twenty
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prekindergarten-age children were being served half a day or more in
prekindergarten classes.

The streets of East New York overflowed with children arid teen
agers. There were so many children that the streetscape itself seemed to
be in motion. The community possessed only two block-size parks, four
small playgrounds with two basketball courts between them, nine play
streets in the summer, and the open space in the few schoolyards that
were free of portable classrooms. A few schools had no open space to
begin with. While public swimming pools had been built throughout
the five boroughs, there was no public swimming pool in East New
York. The parks and playgrounds were poorly maintained. In Linton
Park, there were stanchions but no swings; its bailfield had long since
disappeared. A school was under construction on a second park; a new
park was to be built on the site of the old school on completion. The
Thomas Jefferson High School field was open only to organized groups
and only when not in use by the school itself. The area needed centers
like the Brownsville Boys Club or the St. John’s Community Center in
Bedford-Stuyvesant The director of the YM-YWHA believed that East
New York needed another four centers like his. At most, 1,000 children
attended after-hours school activities, including tutorial programs.

The one public library was located in the southeastern corner of the
community, well over half a mile from most people, nor was its collec
tion geared to serve black and Hispanic residents. The welfare center
was in a makeshift building outside the community; families with chil
dren typically waited for hours before they were served. A small child
health station was the only health facility in East New York, despite the
incredible needs and the number of disabled people (see chapter 15).
Rates of infant mortality, venereal disease, pneumonia, influenza, and
other diseases were as severe in East New York as in other ghetto afeas,
but the nearest hospitals—Brookdale and Kings County—were three
miles away. At both hospitals, waits for hours in emergency rooms and
clinics were normal.

Community leaders protested against these and other deficiencies
at meeting after meeting without success: “Portable classrooms! Port
able parks! Portable pools! Portable welfare centers! Everything in East
New York is portable! When are you going to give us some real atten
ton?” Existing facilities were inadequate, poorly equipped, and under
staffed or staffed with hostile and indifferent people. The Betsy Head
swimming pool, promised to neighboring Brownsville in 1966, has yet

to be built. A portable swimming pool lasted a single season. City prom
ises were made only to be broken.

COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION

In 1966—67, East New York’s community structure was fragmented, its
leadership new and inexperienced, and its ties to the people of the local
community tenuous. The change from white to minority occupancy
took place so swiftly that old community organizations perished before
new leadership could take ovet Only two organizations with as much
as seven years’ standing were identified by my office’s survey. One was
a settlement house far from the heart of the area, and the other was
CBENY (Council for a Better East New York), a coalition of whites,
blacks, and Puerto Ricans desperate to bring order out of chaos. Other
organizations had been spawned mainly by antipoverty programs and,
like a number of block associations formed to fight blockbusting, had
been in existence for only two or three years.

About fifty of CBENY’s seventy member organizations were active
in 1966; its many individual members had no vote. With strong white
leadership from among the area’s churches, the organization pursued
every avenue that even hinted at a useful response.15 It created com
mittees on health and welfare, housing and renewal, public services,
and youth and recreation programs. It engaged in a constant fight to get
more police service; it considered speculation and blockbusting major
problems, and believed the area was in danger of turning into a black
belt. CBENY worked to get recreation programs in seventeen schools,
enrolled 1,800 in adult education courses, and fought for new schools
and an educational park. East New York organizations also received an
tipoverty funds with which they had performed a variety of services to
the community over the past several years.

CBENY saw the physical and social deterioration of the area as
a basic problem. Its major complaint was that city programs were
scattershot, isolated, inconsistent, and not geared to solving problems.
Seven human relations programs were being operated by city agencies,
CBENY complained, but there was no cooperation or coordination
among them. The community was not consulted by the city when it es
tablished Community Progress Centers, another government aid pro
gram residents were left out of. An Area Services program finally came,
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but too late. East New York did not get priority in the city’s Community
Renewal Program. CBENY leadership refused to wait until the whole
area was lost before it got help.

CBENY’s prescription for saving the community followed a typical
middle-income approach. It wanted middle-income housing in the
heart of the community and public housing in vest pocket projects
on the periphery, making the area attractive again to middle-income
groups. CBENY also wanted a basic study of the problems in East New
York and an analysis of possible solutions and their feasibifity Most of
all, it wanted the city to take some definitive action.

Nonetheless, catastrophic events were riding roughshod over
CBENY’s hopes for public intervention. By the end of 1967, East New
York had already become an almost solidly black belt, blockbusting was
frighteningly thorough, and the physical devastation (see chapter 4) ex
ceeded the community’s worst nightmares. By 1968, CBENY member
organizations were mostly inactive, and the group’s leadership had
passed to blacks and Puerto Ricans.

THE GENES IS OF the black and Puerto Rican population wave that
overwhelmed local communities in most major American cities is as
relevant as the description of how it was formed and guided along its
designated path. The wave started with overweening racism and ill-
advised government policies in the South, and with U.S. exploitation
and impoverishment of the Puerto Rican people on the Island. More
than 4 million southern blacks, 2 million-plus Puerto Ricans, and other
Hispanics and non-white peoples poured into the big northern cities in
the thirty-year period that followed World War II.

They were not pilgrims, these new migrants. It was not religious
persecution that drove blacks north and induced Puerto Ricans to cross
the sea. They were also unlike the Irish who migrated en masse because
of potato famines. A quest for survival and a better life is part of the
force that drove them to the big cities, but it is only a portion. Both
blacks and Puerto Ricans have a long history of being exploited and op
pressed. As described later, they were forced from their lands by busi
ness interests and unsympathetic governments. For them, moving to
the big cities was not so much a liberating experience, not so much a
new opporWnit)~ as it was a further punishment at the hands of their
oppressors.

The largest of these movements was the black migration northward
from the rural South. Over the past several decades, half the Southern
black population—more than 4 million people—moved north of the
Mason-Dixon line, mainly to the big cities: Washington, D.C., Balti
more, Philadelphia, Newark, New York, Boston, Chicago, Detroit,
Cleveland, St. Louis, Oakland, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. Still
others moved to southern cities like Atlanta, Dallas, Houston, and
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Miami. More than 2 million blacks moved to the five largest American
cities.

I examined a microcosm of this mass migration in the Mississippi
Delta, an eighteen-county area where cotton was king.1 Even before
World War II, blacks were leaving the Delta at the rate of 3 percent a
year. Almost 115,000 moved out during the 1950s. Mechanization of cot
ton farming, impoverisi-unent on small farms, destructive goverrunent
policies, and a repressive white power structure sharply reduced the
southern black population.

By 1965, there were still 30,000 plantation workers in the Delta.
They lived in plantation-owned shacks, earned less than $6 a day. Two-
thirds were jobless in 1964, and those that did have jobs worked mostly
part-time, earning less than $500 for the year. Theft future was grim. To
shore up cotton prices, the government was offering 10.5 cents a pound
on cotton yield for production cutbacks of up to one-third. The result
was an expected loss of 5,000 tractor and farm jobs and 7,000 cotton-
chopping jobs in the eighteen-county area. Cotton planters were also
switching to chemical weed controls, fearful of a $1 .25-an-hour mini
mum wage for cotton choppers. “A minimum wage. . . would ruin you
when you’ve been paying $3.00 for a ten-hour day,” declared the mayor
of Sunflower, himself a planter.

During the summer of 1965, hundreds of plantation workers went
on strike against the $3.00-a-day rate, and most were evicted from their
plantation shacks. Hundreds more were evicted or lost theft jobs be
cause they registered to vote. Mississippi’s paltry $343-a-year welfare
payments were denied to additional thousands of black families who
didn’t “behave.” Of 297 black children registered in Sharkey and Issa
quena county white schools in accordance with a desegregation order,
only forty-five made it to class. Evictions, firings, cross burnings, inifin
idating threats, and violence dissuaded the rest.2

Nevertheless, the plantation blacks—encouraged by civil rights
workers—were desperate enough to fight back. The hundreds who
struck started their own community and called it Strike City In January
1966, another 110 impoverished blacks moved into an abandoned Air
Force barracks in Greenville. Evicted from there, they joined the group
in Strike City. Attempts were made to start cooperative farms and to de
velop their own new town. A brick factory was actually started and a
few homes were built but the obstacles were overwhelming. Many
plantation workers were unprepared to tackle the simplest problems.
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The financing essential to make real progress was denied by local banks
and government agencies.

Although two-thirds of the Delta population was still black in 1965,
not one black person sat on a school board, a county board, a city coun
cil, a county crop-allotment committee, or a welfare board. The state
had no compulsory school laws or child labor laws. Most black farmers,
even those with farms of up to 100 acres, lived in dilapidated shacks;
most whites lived in houses. White-populated streets were paved; black
streets were dirt. White streets had water mains and sewers; black
streets had ditches. In a few towns such as Fayetteville, where the black
civil rights leader Charles Evers became mayor, blacks were beginning
to get some of these public health necessities, but such towns were rare
in the old South.

For many southern blacks, the only answer was to go north. By way
of gratuitous urging, a measure was introduced into the 1967 Missis
sippi legislature that provided funds to “assist” displaced black farm
workers to relocate “outside the south.” Racism and irresponsibility—.
along with federal neglect—drove blacks north by the millions.

Much of this mass migration could have been avoided if the federal
government had been interested in helping the lower-income groups.
Cotton supports could have been tied to more jobs and higher wages;
industries could have been subsidized to come South. New cities could
have been built providing the educational and training resources
needed to transform the iliiterate (or at least their children) into pro
ductive members of a modern society Direct federal aid to small farm
ers and poor communities could have ensured that blacks as well as
whites would benefit. Theft inaction showed the federal government
and the Congress to be as racist as the State of Mississippi.

THE PUERTO RICAN MIGRATION

Second in scale to the black migration, at least along the eastern sea
board, was the Puerto Rican migration to the U.S. mainland. Like south
ern blacks, Puerto Ricans were the victims of poverty and oppression.
Unemployment on the island hovered around 25 percent, median in-
come for a family of four was about $3,000, and the cost of living was 20
to 25 percent higher than that in New York City. A fifth of all families
earned less than $500 a year; another quarter were on public assistance.
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Inflation was pushing prices still higher; strikes and popular revolt
against rising utility costs made the front pages in 1974.

The United States had long systematically exploited the island’s re
sources and its people.3 First, Puerto Rico was transformed into a one-
crop economy: sugar. Sugar companies gobbled up the land, wrecking
the small coffee and tobacco growers who were the backbone of the
island’s economy. In their place arose a vast agricultural proletariat
whose members worked for the sugar companies for only a few months
of the year. The second govermnent strategy was to encourage Puerto
Ricans to leave their homeland and settle in the United States. Two xnil
lion people, almost 40 percent of the island’s population, had moved to
the United States by 1960, but this movement solved none of the is
land’s problems. It did help provide cheap labor for the mainland
United States, however. Migrant workers received $1.30 an hour for
farm work, much of which was stolen by the growers. As garment
workers in New York City in the late l950s, Puerto Ricans worked as
cleaners for as little as $32.50 a week under union contract. Low-income
levels in Puerto Rico were at least partly related to the low wages Puerto
Ricans were forced to accept in New York City. The same logic may also
have applied to rural blacks who moved north.

Another ill-advised government strategy was to encourage U.S.
companies to help build the Puerto Rican economy, but this, too,
had disastrous results. Through the 1990s, American corporations con
trolled 83 percent of Puerto Rican industry, were exempt from federal
taxes, and extracted huge profits. And, while new U.S. factories created
37,300 jobs by the early 1960s, 16,000 jobs in Puerto Rican-owned facto
ries were lost during the same period; these firms could not compete
and were driven out of business.4

Companies with high research, development, and marketing ex
penses but low production costs farmed out factory production to
wholly owned subsidiaries in Puerto Rico, then transferred the patents
and trademarks from their U.S. headquarters to the subsidiaries, as
welt thus shielding all revenue from federal taxes.5 The tablets in the
drug prescription bottle may have cost only pennies to manufacture in
Puerto Rico, but the lion’s share of the $20 price tag, which included re
search, development and marketing costs, were all tax exempt under
Section 936 of the IRS Code. By 1974, more than 120 of the Fortune 500
companies had Puerto Rican subsidiaries. By 1976, Puerto Rico ac
counted for 40 percent of all U.S. profit in Latin America.
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The new jobs created by the new factories hardly dented the soar
ing unemployment caused by the mechanization of agriculture and the
ffight of impoverished people to the cities. At the time when new U.S.
investment reached its peak, the greatest number of Puerto Ricans in
history migrated to the United States. This confluence of events could
well be the forerunner of a global phenomenon.

Another part of the problem was the high cost of living in Puerto
Rico. Since its early days as a U.S. possession, Puerto Rico has been
bound by laws that require that all trade between the island and the
fifty states be carried on U.S.-made ships, manned by U.S. crews. Puerto
Ricans ended up paying as much as 25 percent more for imported
goods than the rest of the world (which transports most cargo on Pana
manian- and Liberian-flag freighters). The tuna caught by Puerto Rican
fishermen was exported to the U.S., processed, and then re-imported
for consumption by Puerto Ricans at high prices. In Barcelonetta, fish
ermen’s livelihoods were destroyed by pollutants dumped in the river
by pharmaceutical companies. The petrochemical thdustr~ accounting
for a third of all U.S. investment provided a grand total of 7,700 jobs.
The oil refined in Puerto Rico was exported to the United States; the fin
ished products were then sold from the United States to Puerto Rico,
again at high prices. Sugar cane production in one plantation dropped
from forty to thirteen tons per acre because of its proximity to one of
these refineries. In the late 1960s, a huge new superport refinery was
being pushed by the United States. It would triple U.S. corporate in-
vestment, take a great deal of land, pollute vast areas of land and sea,
and increase unemployment, rather than alleviating it. American Metal
Climax (AMAX) and Kennecott Copper were negotiating strip mining
rights in Puerto Rico’s central mountain range, a deal that would return
$1 billion in profits to the companies and little to the island.

As part of the strategy to enrich U.S. corporations at the expense of
the Puerto Rican people, new oppressive measures were being contem
plated by congressional corporate interests under the guise of giving
the island more freedom.6 Under a plan to transform the present “Com
monwealth” to a “Free Associated State,” Puerto Rico would have en
tered into a permanent compact with the United States that would have
imposed “fiscal, financial, and economic austerity” on the Puerto Rican
working class for the foreseeable future and would have intensified re
pression of the growing independence movement on the island.7 In the
early 1970s, a bill introduced in Congress would have exempted Puerto
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Rican workers from minimum wage and environmental protection
laws. Another congressional committee, the Committee to Study Puerto
Rico’s Finances, issued a report that recommended “painful austerity,”
including a wage freeze on all government employees, reduction if not
suspension of minimum-wage standards, givebacks of workers’ hard-
won fringe benefits, elimination of subsidies on publicly owned utili
ties, and bigger tax incentives to industry, all this to “attract” investors
and to hold labor costs below those on the mainland. The outcome of
these proposed measures is unknown.

In addition to the sugar catastrophe, U.S. control has dealt further
blows to Puerto Rican agriculture. Seventy percent of the land in Puerto
Rico is not being cultivated or is poorly used because Puerto Rico can
not impose tariffs or protective quotas on its own agriculture. Egg pro
duction in Puerto Rico, for example, depends on the productivity of
hens in Miami, Florida. When there is a surplus in Florida, eggs are sent
to Puerto Rico at half price, wiping out the Puerto Rican egg farmers.
When there is a shortage, local egg production laboriously starts up
again, only to be wiped out by the next American surplus. This is, un
fortunately, a worldwide phenomenon, and measures to alleviate the
resulting hardships are sorely needed.

Though out-migration in the early 1970s was moderate, the Puerto
Rican government adopted a new program to reduce the island’s pop
ulation from 3.2 to 2.2 million. This was to be achieved partly through
continued migration and partly through the sterilization of Puerto Ri
can women. By the early l970s, some 200,000 Puerto Rican women had
been sterilized, almost a third of those of childbearing age. Reports in
the early 1970s put sterilizations at more than 2,000 a month in rural
areas alone. Between starvation and sterilization, the only escape was to
leave the island.

The plight of Delta blacks and Puerto Ricans is no different from
that of hundreds of thousands of Jamaicans, Haitians, Dominicans,’
Trinidadians, and other Caribbean peoples whose lands were similarly
exploited and who have contributed large numbers of legal and illegal
inuxiigrants to our shores. More recently, immigration officials esti
mated the number of illegal immigrants in the New York metropolitan
area at a million. Mexicans have also entered the United States in sub
stantial numbers, in addition to the millions of native Chicanos in the
southwestern states, many of whom are discrinth-Iated against and kept
illiterate.

Refugees from many European nations and other countries have
also arrived on our shores. And there were poor whites, coming from
places such as eastern Kentucky, a coal-mining region that included
thirty-two of the 1,000 designated disaster areas in the country. In the
late 1960s, despite massive out-migration, 65,000 jobs were needed in
eastern Kentucky. Like Delta blacks, the miners had little formal educa
tion and few skills. Starting before World War II, they moved to Balti
more, Pittsburgh, Detroit, Philadelphia, and other cities in search of a
new life.

Life has been hard for these migrating peoples. Unfamiliar cus
toms, languages, cultures, and people and the strains of finding work
and holding the family together are often overwhelming. Yet, out of the
chaos, most whites will finally get the chance to assimilate, if not in this
decade, perhaps in the next. For the poor minorities—the blacks, Puerto
Ricans, Mexicans, Indians, Chinese, and other peoples of color—the
ways to assimilation have been severely restricted.

THE UPPER WEST SIDE STORY

The Upper West Side of Manhattan (the area west of Central Park) was
the port of entry for hundreds of thousands of Puerto Ricans entering
the United States and, at one point, had all the earmarks of an emerging
ghetto. Many East New Yorkers came through the Upper West Side.
Weakness in the housing market provided an opening wedge for the
ghetto creation process. Puerto Ricans were pitilessly exploited, forced
to live in shameful and often inhuman conditions. Perhaps worst of all,
their experience shows the lengths to which the larger community will
go to preserve “valuable” real estate “for whites only.”

In the nineteenth centur~ the Upper West Side was built up prima
rily with single-family homes, ranging from luxury mansions to the
brownstones that carpeted most of the area.8 The brownstones were
too big, too expensive, and too difficult to run as single-family homes.
Lodgers were taken in to help with the upkeep, and soon whole floors
were being rented to other families. Later, brownstones were built as
multiple dwellings, and the rest were sooner or later converted to room
ing houses or smaller apartments.

Widespread dissatisfaction with the brownstone led to the apart
ment house as we know it today. In 1879, the first luxury apartment
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building, the Dakota, was built on Central Park West at 72nd Street. One
of the most luxurious apartment houses ever built the Dakota had six
apartments on a floor, fourteen-foot ceilings, four math stairways and
passenger elevators, four service stairways, and three service elevators.
Apartments ranged from seven to fourteen rooms and averaged 5,000
square feet each. Amenities included a public dining room, laundry
rooms, and a floor for maids and other servants.

Other luxury buildings followed, and, by the early 1900s, an Up
per West Side address represented the peak of fashion. As apartment
houses came into general favor, space standards were sharply reduced
so that middle-income families could afford them, but through at least
the early 1920s all the apartments were designed with at least six
rooms. Brownstone owners left their buildings in droves for the new
apartments

Yet the apartment houses, even the most luxurious, did not take
much account of children’s needs. The historian Alan Burni-jam’s re
port “The Dwelling in Greater Maxthattan, 1850—1950, Part II 1850—
1890,” has few references to children, and most of those give the im
pression that children were a necessary evil.9 The lack of facilities for
children is glaring by contrast with those available in suburban com
munities. As the post—World War II housing shortage eased, therefore,
upper- and middle-income families began moving to new develop
ments in city and suburbs. As the large families moved out, small adult
families moved in. Between 1940 and 1950, the size of the average Up
per West Side household fell from 3.2 to 2.2 persons per household (one
of the most precipitous drops in U.S. Census history).

As this tumultuous transition was taking place, Puerto Rican fami
lies with children were also moving in. Not all of the Upper West Side
was plush; the growth of the Puerto Rican population got its start in a
tenement area to the northeast, already overcrowded back in the 1900s.
As upper- and middle-income families moved out of the Upper West
Side, Puerto Ricans got a foothold in the adjoining area.

Starting in the late 1940s, tens of thousands of Puerto Ricans caine
directly to the Upper West Side, remained for a few weeks or months to
get their bearings, then moved on to other neighborhoods. At one point,
buses engaged by rental agents met planes from Puerto Rico at Ken
nedy Airport offering a free ride to the Upper West Side and a guaran
teed room (at an outrageous sum for the week).

Many landlords (and tenants of large apartments) greedily rose to

the challenge of housing the newcomers. They harassed and coerced
their rent-controlled tenants out so that more Puerto Rican tenants
could be housed at higher rents. Landlords turned vacant apartments
into furnished rooms, renting each room to a Puerto Rican family. One
landlord increased his rent roll from $107,000 to $296,000 annually in a
single year by converting apartments to SRO (Single Room Occupancy)
units.

Maintenance was neglected throughout the Upper West Side after
the war, but the owners of brownstones, tenements, and better apart
ment houses in and around the Puerto Rican concentration were espe
cially negligent.’0 Tenants were asked to fix up their own apartments,
halls went unpainted, elevator service was curtailed or elevators were
made self-service, and exterior maintenance was neglected.

The housing that thus became available to Puerto Ricans carried a
high price tag.11 In one census tract south of the tenement area, sur
veyed in 1953, Puerto Ricans made up 32 percent of the population.
Half the families were living in better old-law’2 tenements and half in
furnished rooms. Space in the old-law tenements was adequate, but
rents averaged $80 a month, while average earnings were only $60 a
week. Of the furnished rooms, two-thirds rented for $54 or more a
month, with some as high as $154 a month. Only two-fifths of the ten
ants were employed; an additional fifth was unemployed, and the rest
were on welfare. Here, the rent-to-income ratio was close to 40 percent.
A quarter of the furnished-room tenants were families of three or more
living in 1 or 1.5 rooms. Tenants were unanimously dissatisfied with
their quarters and their rents, but they had little choice.

The overcrowding, the constant moving in and out, the aggressive
and expanding Puerto Rican presence, the bodegas, record shops, and
other Hispanic stores, and the strange language and culture frightened
and upset the aging and “genteel” middle-income population. White
tenants, particularly those who had no direct contact with Puerto RI-
cans, were hysterical on the subject of crime and safety in the streets.
Meetings on crime in the early 1950s regularly attracted crowds of
about 500 people. In discussions, meetings, and interviews with ten
ants, the white community invariably blamed th~ victimized and ex
ploited Puerto Ricans for the destruction of the area.

As contact between whites and Puerto Ricans increased over the
years, appreciation of the Puerto Rican culture and people replaced
much of the hysteria and fear of the 1950s. In those early days, however,
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the white COiTILITIUrdtY felt itself cut off from many of its “own” facilities.
The West End Presbyterian Church, at Amsterdam Avenue and West
105th Street, for example, long a pillar of the community, was now in the

“bad” area; attendance dropped sharply.
Most schools in the northern sector were also in the “bad” area. In

some of them, Puerto Ricans made up half the enrollment. Language
was only one of the resulting problems. Puerto Rican (and white) tran
siency resulted in yearly enrollment turnover of 50 to 90 percent in
some of the schools. Educational quality plummeted. Many families
sent theft children to private schools so that they would not be exposed
to “foreigners” and “low” types. One “bright” spot was the Joan of Arc
Junior High School, recently built in the “good” area on the site of the
West Side Tennis Club (the last private recreational space on the West
Side). It became the common ground for meetings aimed at reducing
Puerto Rican-white tensions.

The growing Puerto Rican presence was an important factor in the
pattern of Upper West Side population shifts in the 1950s. Interviews in
1953 with brownstone rooming-house occupants (then predominantly
white) showed a high level of dissatisfaction with theft quarters.’3 They
wanted to move into more modem, elevator apartments at reasonable
rents. Tenants in the apartment buildings liked their quarters well
enough, but only 27 percent liked living on the West Side.

Many were able to satisfy their desires. Large numbers of apart
ment house tenants and young couples in brownstones moved from the
Upper West Side to newer developments in the city and suburbs. As ex
amples, proportionately twice as many families moved from the Upper
West Side as from other areas in Manhattan to the massive 16,000-unit
(white-only) Stuyvesant Town development in downtown Manhattan
and to Fresh Meadows, a 3,000-unit development in Queens. The Upper
West Side accounted for 8 and 10 percent, respectively, of the total ten
ancy in these new projects.

As many as twice the number of households moved to these two
developments from the area in which Puerto Ricans lived as from
other parts of the Upper West Side. This resulted in a substantial num
ber of vacancies. Nor were whites moving into the vacancies. An
analysis of the young men who moved from the 63rd Street YMCA (in
the southern part of the Upper West Side) showed that a majority
moved into other Upper West Side buildings, but few moved to the
areas to the north.

Through the 1950s and early 1960s, Puerto Ricans and other mi
norities filled the vacancies left by whites. Landlord neglect and rental
exploitation increased; housing conditions got worse, while rents spi
raled upward: The area began to collect the least stable elements of the
black, white, and Puerto Rican populations. Recent migrants, alcohol
ics, drug addicts, second- and third-generation welfare families, and
newly released mental patients were thrown together in disastrous con
centrations. Black homosexuals, lesbians, and transsexuals, long op
pressed in their search for personal freedom, found it in and around the
Trianon bar on Broadway in the West 90s. On the corner of West 95th
Street and West End Avenue, four buildings contained 328 welfare fam
ilies; alcoholism, prostitution, and drug addiction were pervasive in
three of them. Almost the whole building at 317 West 95th Street was oc
cupied by newly released mental patients referred by DOSS (Depart
ment of Social Services) Special Services staff. According to DOSS
estimates, half the mental patients discharged in 1963 ended up in West
Side SROs.

This destructive social mix became possible because of the 20 per
cent vacancy rate in SROs and rooming houses. The high vacancy rate,
in turn, was a result of the exorbitant rents, the irresponsible manage
ment the pressure of social pathologies, and the transience of the ten
ants. In some buildings, welfare tenants were regularly assaulted and
robbed. A suspected pyromaniac, a child of six treated for a narcotics
injection, and an abandoned child of three lived in other buildings.
Mental patients suffered relapses; elderly people starved in their rooms
because they were afraid to go out.

Throughout this period, most of New York City’s substantive ac
tions were directed against the Puerto Rican community. Early in the
1950s, the city yielded to powerful real estate and influential citizen
pressures to redevelop part of the tenement area, the most concentrated
part of the Puerto Rican presence. While local real estate interests could
not control the wild profiteering in Puerto Rican occupancy, they were
vigorously opposed to the idea of a Puerto Rican community and
worked toward its elimination.

The redevelopment program displaced 5,000 mostly black and
Puerto Rican families for a Title 1 luxury development and a public
housing project. These projects did not have the desired effect. Instead
of leaving the West Side, the displaced site tenants moved west and
south, merely adding to the pressure on adjacent areas. After years of
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community complaints, the city did outlaw the creation of new SRO
buildings in 1954,’~ but it was not until January 1, 1965 (some eleven
years later), that the city finally made occupancy of SROs by families
with children under sixteen illegal.

In the late 1950s, the West Side Urban Renewal Area, south of the
original redevelopment site, was designated for renewal as a further ef
fort to stem the Puerto Rican tide. This new plan, covering twenty
square blocks, called for the displacement of 9,000 low-income house
holds, 5,000 of them Puerto Rican and 4,000 Irish, black, and others. In
theft place, 6,700 new middle-income and luxury units were to be built.
Another 3,000 units for middle-income and luxury use were to be cre
ated by rehabilitating brownstone furnished roominghouses; more than
3,000 high-rent apartments along Central Park West and vicinity were
to be conserved. Thousands of units in better old-law tenements occu
pied by Irish and Puerto Rican families at reasonable rents were slated
for demolition. Oniy 1,000 units of new low-rent housing was projected
(later raised to 2,500 after protracted community struggle), compared
with the 9,000 low-income households being displaced.

Once the twenty-block area was designated, and before the acqui
sition of the affected properties, conditions became intolerable. Ninety
percent of the buildings were irresponsibly managed, compared with
60 percent in the northwest area. With the help of alcoholic and drug-
addicted superintendents, with some housing so deteriorated it could
not be recovered, with alcoholism estimated by residents at 60 to 80 per
cent of the adult population, whole blocks became virtually unlivable.
More than one renewal area block was characterized as “the most dan
gerous block in the City of New York.” A 1964 survey identified 123
SRO buildings and 480 roominghouses with from 6 to 300 units in
each)5 In one building, tenants had only sticks of furniture, inoperative
toilets, hot plates, and tiny, hotel-sized refrigerators for families of five.
The median period of unemployment for household heads was two
years; the average unemployed individual had been out of work for
five. Stores closed down as leases ran out, further depressing the area.
Neither shopkeepers nor owners would invest in improvements.

Despite years of controversy over the amount of low-rent housing
to be built and other issues, the urban renewal plan finally moved for
ward in 1963. Brownstones projected to remain were bought up by
young, white, middie-income families even before the plan was offi
cially adopted; the buildings’ Puerto Rican tenancies were terminated
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and the structures converted to duplexes or small apartments at high
rents. These new owners and the hundreds who followed them became
vociferous proponents of the urban renewal plan. They formed block
associations to police the area, became active in West Side politics, and
supported the plan at hearings and meetings.

During the 1960s, thousands of families and businesses were moved
out and whole blocks and other sites were cleared. Gone were the
Puerto Rican bodegas, barbarias, ferreterias, sastrerias, and restau
rantes so gradually (and painfully) built up over the past decades. The
Puerto Rican community also lost many of the social, political, and reli
gious ties it had so laboriously put together. Before the close of the
decade, the Puerto Rican community had suffered an almost fatal blow.

Out of these bitter ashes rose the new splendot By the early 1970s,
a wholly different atmosphere had been created. Instead of the aging
tenements and drab stores, there was a new community of high-rise
buildings with posh stores and restaurants advertising roast beef din
ners at $9.50 (pricey at the time). At the entrance to one middle-income
project, a neatly lettered sign declared, “No Dogs or Non-Residents Per
mitted.” Of the 8,500 new and rehabifitated units, low-income residents
had gotten a bare 1,900. Most of the rest went to middle- and upper-in
come white families.

When it became clear to site tenants that even the promised 2,500
low-rent units were not going to materialize, 208 Puerto Rican and
other Hispanic families, aided by El Comite (a Dominican activist
group), Columbia University students, Operation Move In, and other
tenant groups, squatted in new, still vacant luxury apartment buildings
on the renewal site. The Housing Development Administration vowed
to evict the squatters and threatened mass arrests if there was resist
ance.’6 In a few days, with hundreds of police taking part, the city did
(peaceably) evict the squatters. After another year of confrontation, the
city agreed to add another 150 units of public housing, but even this
tiny addition to the low-rent total was challenged in the courts, with the
white middle-income plaintiffs charging that 150 more units of low-rent
housing would “tip” the area.

By the early 1970s, the Puerto Rican population tidal wave had def
initely subsided. From the 1950 total of 20,000, the area’s Puerto Rican
population on the Upper West Side grew in the early 1960s to a peak of
close to 50,000, then dropped sharply to its 1950 level by 1970. Along the
way, the concentration of Puerto Ricans in the area known as “San Juan
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Hill” were also displaced for what is now Lincoln Center. Other factors
in the decline included lower rates of in-migration from Puerto Rico,
newly available housing in the expanding Bronx and Brooklyn ghettos
at lower rents, the prohibition on families with children in SROs, and,
prominently, attention by owners to an improved market for white mid
dle-income occupancy. As a result Puerto Ricans were harassed and en
couraged to leave to make room for high-rent renovations for the white,
upscale housing market.

At the end of the transition, the Puerto Ricans were in firm posses
sion of only past of the area they had occupied in 1950, an area in which
50 percent of the buildings needed extensive rehabilitation or clearance
and another 30 percent required at least moderate rehabilitation. Puerto
Ricans were not responsible for the housing destruction that took place;
they were steered to the West Side and forced to live in overcrowded
conditions in largely neglected buildings at excessive rents.

Puerto Ricans were not destined to hold the West Side. City officials
and powerful West Side real estate interests felt the area was too valu
able a location for the POOL As the situation developed, ways of dealing
with it developed as well. The various real estate interests gradually co
alesced around a plan to contain the Puerto Rican advance and to ex
ploit the Puerto Rican people, gradually making their stay untenable,
and ultimately pushing them out. In effect that is just what happened.

Though the West Side did not surrender to the pressures of the mi
nority population wave, parts of Brooklyn did. Hundreds of thousands
of blacks and Puerto Ricans moved to Brooklyn during the 1950s, 1960s
and 1970s, a wave of banlcer/broker/speculator..inspfred destruction
paralleling their advance. Bedford-Stuyvesant became all-black at the
cost of several thousand units; almost two-thirds of Brownsville was
destroyed or burned out during those turbulent decades. East New
York was also overrun. Like an out-of-control brush fire, the ghettoiza
tion of East New York consumed everything in its path.

The Ghett&zation of East NewYork

BLACKS AND PUERTO RICANS endedupinEastNewyorkbecause

it was one of the few parts of the metropolitan area into which they
could move. Segregation—American style apartheid—created the con
ditions that put East New York and other vulnerable communities at
risk. The actual process started with bank redlining and property neg
lect as blacks and Puerto Ricans began to move in, continued with
blockbusting and vicious exploitation, resulted in the undesirable con
centration of welfare and poor families, and ended by overwhelming
the community’s ability to cope with the resulting problems. The mach
inations of the real estate fraternity, the racism and greed of the banking
industry and the indifference of government officials all contribute to
the creation of ghettos, which can be described as the destroyed remains
of once viable communities.

APARTHEID, AMERICAN STYLE

While urban ghettos were expanding by half a million persons a year,
only 40,000 blacks were moving into the suburbs.1 The exclusion of
blacks and other minorities from the suburbs was maneuvered by the
national organizations of real estate interests who control our federal
housing programs. Chief among these groups was NAREB (National
Association of Real Estate Boards) with 1,100 local boards as members,
the NAHB (National Association of Home Builders) with 11,000 mem
bers, the National Association of Lumber Dealers, and the Producers
Council (which represents powerful materials interests). Federal in
volvement in housing during the depression of the 1930s gave rise to
this lobby (termed the most dangerous in Washington by President
Truman), whose prime objective was to mold federal housing pro
grams to their own advantage.2 Led by NAREB, the lobby proceeded
to dominate the preparation of real estate texts and the establishment of
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university real estate courses, to coordinate and direct the activities of
local real estate boards and builders, and to pursue white exclusivity as
a central theme.

In essence, white exclusivity was the device used to lure the afflu
ent to the suburbs. The automobile was ready and the railroads wanted
more riders, but only small numbers of moderate-income families were
moving to the suburbs. Substantial black movement to the cities and
even into white areas after World War II despite threats, violence, and
local real estate codes, helped tp make the suburban alternative seem
attractive.

In February 1937, Good Housekeeping magazine gave a “shield of
honor” to ten exclusive suburban communities, applauding those com
munities that had the “right” groups and the proper “restrictions” and
that had achieved an admirable “social standing.”

To further cater to the prejudices of the nation, NAREB and its part
ners added nationality, religion, and income to the exclusivity package.
In a final blow, the lobby incorporated its racist doctrine in the now-in
famous 1935 FHA (Federal Housing Administration) Underwriting >
Manual, which guaranteed mortgage insurance only for segregated de
velopments.3

As a result, blacks were excluded from the suburban boom that
followed World War II. Although the federal government had subsi
dized some 10 million units by 1965, only 2 percent of these were made
available to nonwhites, and much of this housing was on a segregated
basis. FHA discrimination continued, though the racist provisions were
stricken from the manual in the late l940s.

In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson issued an executive order di
rected precisely at the problem of racial segregation. The order opened
occupancy in white areas to minority people. Its purpose was to pre
vent the ghettoization of East New York and dozens of other minority
communities in the nation’s big cities. The FHA and federal banking
agencies arbitrarily exempted one- and two-family homes from Presi
dent Johnson’s executive order. Nor has the FHA ever invoked Section
102 of the executive order to bring about the desegregation of millions
of sales and rental units under its jurisdiction.

Fl-IA policies continue to discriminate against older urban neigh
borhoods, as well as female-headed households, blacks and other mi
norities, and low-income people. New York City, with 3.7 percent of
the nation’s population, received only 2.1 percent of FHA loan insur

ance.4 FHA and the banks have “pulled” upwardly mobile, predomi
nanNy white families with male heads of household out of the city and
“pushed” low-income, predominantly black and minority families into
the central cities. The private sector, federal housing agencies, and local
governments have all failed to guarantee the civil rights of all citizens,
and to preserve and revitalize urban neighborhoods by providing long-
term capital.

CREATING GHETTOS

In the cities, both federal and local governments, influenced by real es
tate interests, pursue racist policies. Estimates of segregation in public
housing run as high as 90 percent, and even HUD admits to 70 percent
segregation by calling projects integrated if they have more than a few
black (or white) families. “Liberal” New York City approved Metropol
itan Life’s white-only middle-income project of 16,000 families (Stuy
vesant Town and Peter Cooper Village) in 1943; even by the late 1970s,
fewer than thirty black families lived in the two complexes. Of 111 New
York City middle-income projects, which accommodate 80,000 families,
79 percent were segregated (occupancy 90 percent or more black or
white) in 1965.~ Real estate boards also tightened their hold on real es
tate transactions and sharply reduced selling to blacks in white areas.

The way the East New York ghetto developed is typical of ghetto
creation all across the country. When minority families move into the
big cities, they head for the existing ghettos, where they join in a
desperate search for shelter, a sort of musical chairs with a severely ré
stricted supply of housing constantly affected by abandonment, demo
lition, conversion, and other changes. It is a highly transient population.
In Chicago and Los Angeles, more than a quarter of the nonwhite fam
ilies moved from one house to another in 1965, most of the moves by
the newest and poorest residents. They moved from one-room units to
two-room units, or (we can hope) to an apartment, or they moved be
cause they were robbed or assaulted, or they were evicted because they
couldn’t afford the high rents, or they skipped to avoid paying them.
Thousands of families went from one horrendous housing situation to
another in the generally unfounded hope that conditions couldn’t be as
bad in the house on the next block.

Minority families were seeking to improve their conditions against
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impossible odds. Nearly 42 percent of nonwhite homes across the coun
try lacked a flush toilet in the early 1960s, compared with 10 percent of
white homes. By the end of the 1940s, overcrowding declined to 5 per
cent for whites but rose from 11 to 19 percent for nonwhites. Even blacks
with higher incomes were unable to find decent housing. In 1960, al
most half of Chicago’s black families with incomes above $7,000 (a de
cent wage at the time) lived in substandard dwellings compared with
only 6 percent of whites. In Washington, D.C., even among blacks earn
ing $10,000 a year or more, 25 percent lived in overcrowded facilities.

Better housing was available in white areas but was not open to
blacks. Realtors would rarely show a house in a white area to blacks
(or houses in black areas to whites). Blacks who did manage to buy a
house in a white area were upper or upper middle class.6 In most cases,
blacks who bought houses in white communities were hounded right
out again or made so uncomfortable that few other black families
would venture into the neighborhood. Cross burnings, arson, vandal
ism, bombings, shootings, beatings, and threats were the typical tactics
employed in white neighborhoods, and they were reported in the na
tion’s press with dulling regularity for decades.

Somehow, the police never seemed to intervene effectively. They
often stood idly by, on occasion waiting until a full-scale riot involving
hundreds and even thousands of people developed (as in Chicago, De
troit, Cicero, East St. Louis, and Ivliarni in the 1950s) before they acted,
or they actively sided with the white community. In one incident in
Chicago, police were reported showing young white men how to make
Molotov cocktails. In a 1974 case in Philadelphia, after a black family’s
home was vandalized and almost wrecked by six white men, the black
family itself was arrested. While they were in jail, their house was
burned to the ground. White hostility was so well known in black com
munities, that only the most desperate or courageous blacks even
thought of frying to find a house in a white area.

As a result minority newcomers and the existing ghetto population
were forced to stay in or adjacent to the existing ghettos. In Syracuse, in
1950, 83 percent of the black population lived in three of the city’s sev
enty-six census tracts. By 1960, the black population had tripled, but 95
percent of blacks stifi lived in those same three tracts. Segregation and
overcrowding increased while blocks were grudgingly yielded to the
growing black population. All but 1,500 of Boston’s 63,000 blacks lived

in the contiguous neighborhoods of Roxbury, North Dorchester, and
South End. A special federal census taken in the Los Angeles area after
the Wafts riot in 1965 found segregation increasing in each of the seven
neighborhoods that make up the black ghetto of South Los Angeles, de
spite the existence of 200,000 apartment vacancies in the greater Los An
geles area.

With 4 million blacks and millions of other minority people pour
ing into existing ghettos in cities across the country, there nevertheless
had to be an expansion of black living areas. This was done by expand
ing the ghetto into adjacent.white areas. The policy dates back at least
to 1917 (and probably much earlier), when the Chicago Board of Real
tors declared: “It is in the interest of all that each block be ifiled solidly
[with Negroes] and that further expansion shall be confined to contigu
ous blocks The Board, which at least up to 1962 was all white, no
longer makes a copy of this statement available in its office, but the pol
icy has never been rescinded or repudiated.7 None of the Board’s 1,700
members violates it:

Blacks could move successfully into adjacent areas only after ex
plosive pressures had built up in the existing ghetto. Black unemploy
ment already twice that of whites, often doubled again as newly
arrived migrants could not find work. High unemployment high rates
of transience, and overcrowded housing meant more people on the
streets, and more antisocial behavioL Senseless man-in-the-house wel
fare regulations encouraged the dissolution of the rural family struc
ture. Overcrowding also forced young people to leave their homes and
to take up life in the streets or in vacant buildings. Alcoholism, drug
addiction, and prostitution increased; muggers, petty thieves, and
pushers multiplied and began to terrorize the community. Garbage
loads were heavier, but less refuse was picked up; street conditions
were appalling. Policing became less effective and more vindictive. The
ghetto became desolate and dangerous.

This explosive situation spilled over into the neighboring white
community. Desperate middle-income househunters visit brokers,
while poor black renters haunt the adjacent white streets looking for a
place to live. Black children enroll in neighborhood schools and begin
to use neighborhood parks. Banks redline the area. Landlords neglect
their properties, whites move out, and blacks move in. Real estate spec
ulators and blockbusters move in and speed the transition. Youthful
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vandalism escalates to armed robbery, and stores begin to close. Before
long, another neighborhood is added to the ghetto.

RED LIN INC

Redlining is the withdrawal of mortgage money from a community.
Banks prefer to lend their money (the deposits of their urban cus
tomers) to suburban borrowers and generally restrict lending in older
urban neighborhoods. They typically reject loan applications for mixed-
use buildings, residences near industiy multifamily housing, and older
buildings. It doesn’t matter if there are no abandoned buildings or
apartment vacancies in the neighborhood. As soon as it appears that
blacks or other minorities are moving into an area, the banks promptly
redline it, whether or not it conforms to their loan requirements. While
redlining has been outlawed, the discriminatory practices continue.

Profit in real estate is usually derived from the ability of an owner
to sell or remortgage a building, enabling the owner to benefit finan
cially. If an owner cannot sell or refinance because of bank disinvest
ment, his investment has gone sout He either sells out to a speculator
who will exploit the property, or personally starts seeking a higher
(short-term) return by “milking” the building. Tenants move out and
are replaced by minority famffies at higher rents. Maintenance and
services are further reduced, eventually leading to abandonment.

The key factor is whether or not the banks continue to provide fi
nancing. As John Bunting, of First Pennsylvania Bank and Trust stated,
“We fthe banksj determine who will succeed and who will fail.”8 In
deed, banks determined that racial change from white to minority por
tends decline, that integration cannot succeed, that women heads of
households were risks, that certain geographic areas of the city and
building types were undesirable. They set in motion and have rein
forced by their actions a self-fulfilling prophecy; the withdrawal of
mortgage money actually causes decline.

Redlining was the signal for the start of blockbusting and its as
sociated ills, as described later. All the groups that could not find
conventional means of financing fell prey to the private mortgage mar
ket, which made financing available at exorbitant rates. The “white”
alternative, as the savings banks’ ads indicated, was to move to the
suburbs.9

THE TIPPING POINT

Real estate interests fried to sugarcoat their apartheid policies by pro
moting the “tipping point” theory. They told us that white neighbor
hoods “tip” from white to black when white tolerance for living with
blacks is exceeded. The theory states that as the black population rises
above a certain percentage (generally estimated at between 17 and 30
percent), the remaining whites leave because they cannot or wifi not
tolerate such a high percentage of blacks. Several studies have shown
the concept to be mythical, with so many exceptions and flaws as to be
valueless.’0

Nevertheless, the “tipph~ig point” theory persists. A whole typology
of neighborhood succession has been developed and has assumed, in
the minds of the general public and of government officials, the stature
of physical law.

Blacks and whites can and do live together in greater proportions
than the 17 to 30 percent black levels projected by real estate interests.
Despite overwhelming segregation in public housing projects, many
New York City projects have had mixed occupancy for decades. Just
south of East New York, Starrett City’s 14,600 units have been inte
grated since its construction in the early 1970s. The 2000 U.S. Census
found the population of Starrett City to be 32 percent white, 42 percent
black, 18 percent Hispanic, and 8 percent other ancestries. Despite high
indices of racial segregation, researchers found mixed occupancy in
dozens of census tracts in both northern and southern cities.’1 Many
more would be mixed occupancy if it were not for the policies and
practices of the real estate industry, government agencies, and the elite
arbiters of social mores. As with the “blacks like to live with blacks” the
ory, and the “blacks depress home values” theory, the “tipping point” is
merely another racial gambit masquerading as social reality.

As the black tidal wave crested in the ghetto and built its explosive
pressures, and as the edges of adjacent communities began to be oc
cupied by blacks, the banks, brokers, and various government agen
cies swiftly redrew theft white-only boundaries. One or more adjacent
streets or whole neighborhoods were marked for black use. Restrictions
against renting or selling to blacks were lifted; whites were encouraged
to leave and discouraged from coming in; city services were permitted
to deteriorate. Open season was declared on the community, and both
blacks and whites were mercilessly exploited.
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All this happened long before the mythical “tipping point” was
reached. The white community affected was not a party to the decision.
It was not the limit of white tolerance that “tipped” the area; it was
American-style apartheid. FHA restrictions, bank redlining, and an
army of real estate brokers dedicated to racial change were the over
whelming forces that “tipped” the community.

One of the more reasonable ways of looking at a “tipping point”
was contributed by the housing expert Elizabeth Wood.12 She criticized
public housing officials and others who wanted to set a 20 percent limit
on black occupancy to prevent projects from going all black. Reminding
the officials that experience with such formulas shows that they solve
nothing, she posed the more pertinent question of how many elderly,
large families, children, welfare families, families of low income, or
problem families a project could absorb. “A balanced neighborhood,”
says Wood, “is one in which the mixture is not in the process of self—
destruction.” It was a wonderful, if generally ignored, observation. If
ghettos were not typically overburdened with desperate welfare and
poverty-stricken families, they would be far better and safer places in
which to live. Thus, it is not just race which characterizes ghettos; it is
the concentration of poverty, as well.

One would think that white community residents threatened with
total racial shift would rise up and demand that blacks be permitted to
move into vacancies in other parts of the city, if only to keep their own
community from being sacrificed. The sad thing was that none of them
did. Their ire was directed against the incoming minority and (some
times) against the real estate interests and the city that sold them out.
On the issue of racism, they were silent. They remained loyal to the
racist creed, even as it destroyed their communities.

BLOCKBUSTING IN EAST NEWYORK

As described in chapter 1, wholesale changes from white to black and
Puerto Rican had taken place throughout the area by 1967. The opening
wedge came in the tenement area,13 where maintenance and services
had suffered since World War II. As blacks began to move into the ten
ement area in the late 1950s, the banks redlined the area. Tenement
landlords could neither refinance nor sell their buildings to legitimate
buyers. Many began to milk their buildings, harassing their white ten-

ants out in order to get rent increases from blacks and Puerto Ricans.
They then cut back on services to their minority tenants. Others sold to
slumlords or leased to opportunists who milked both buildings and
tenants; banks followed the same route with their foreclosed properties.
Physical conditions rapidly deteriorated; vandalism, crime, and vio
lence multiplied, and abandonments, fires, and burned-out buildings
followed. White owners of two- and four-family houses in and around
the tenement area were frightened and alarmed.

This was a perfect setup for blockbusters who descended on the
area like the plague. Working on the fears and prejudices of white own
ers, a horde of brokers and speculators flooded “ripe” blocks with scare
literature, hinting that “the time to sell is now.” A black family or two
was moved into a block and often deliberately paraded by the specula
tors. Agents offered ridiculously low prices for houses over the tele
phone, further worrying owners. Agents then came around in person,
offering quick cash, sufficient for a down payment on a house in a
“safer” area. Owners sold.

During this initial stage of the racial shift, a black or Puerto Rican
family with an income of $7,000 (a lower-middle-income wage in those
years) and modest savings could buy a two-family house in East New
York. A blockbuster might purchase a house worth $15,000 for $12,500,
resell to a black family for $17,500, and pocket the difference. In the
active blocks, from 30 to 40 percent of the properties changed hands in
a year.

Typically, the second-floor apartment would be rented to a welfare
family. (Another working family able to afford the $125 rent would buy
its own house.) Whites did not rent in the changing area, leaving the
rental field open to minority welfare clients. The second-floor apart
ment had to stay rented to a paying tenant in order for the owner to
keep up his payments, especially if he had been persuaded to take an
improvement loan in addition to the mortgage. One broker estimated
that more than half the new homeowners were victimized by improve
ment schemes.’4 Even with the second floor rented, many minority
owners couldn’t afford to make needed repairs to plumbing and heat
ing systems or to exteriors. The default rate in 1967 was estimated to be
an unusually high 15 percent.

The larger part of East New York lay east of the tenement area. It
was fully built up, primarily with one- to four-family houses, and was
less than 5 percent minority in 1960. All but 30 percent of the housing
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required only minor to moderate repair. Housing quality was mixed,
with values ranging from $12,000 to $25,000 for a one- or two-unit
house, with heifer and poorer, older and newer parts.

Despite these favorable conditions, banks redlined the whole area
in the early 1960s, except for FHA-insured homes. Few East New York
buildings met FHA requirements, however. Houses with “railroad”
apartment layouts, windowless rooms, apartments above a store, or
with nonfireproof party walls that were too close to a commercial struc
hire, were ineligible. Buyers were therefore forced to seek more expen
sive financing from private mortgage companies. While white home
buyers could afford to avoid areas where excessive prices and loan rates
were being charged, black people had to buy houses where they could
find them. Even FHA—insured houses were more expensive.

Unlike banks, mortgage brokers were often actively involved in
buying and selling houses, as well as in making mortgage loans. As
both speculator and investor, they demanded a higher rate of return for
theft correspondingly greater risks. Theft presence often led to higher
sales prices to people of lower economic levels, and they were not un
duly bothered by declines in maintenance because of their short-term
interest and the possibilities for repossession of the property in case of
default.

When selling a property, if a speculator (or mortgage broker) was
unable to arrange for a substantial bank mortgage, he would still agree
to sell the house to a family that didn’t have sufficient money for a rea
sonable down payment. The speculator accepted a smaller amount, giv
ing the purchaser a purchase money mortgage (a contract to buy the
house) for an inflated amount and at a higher than normal interest rate.
The buyer was then responsible for paying the higher mortgage pay
ments plus normal house maintenance costs. If the buyer missed a sin
gle payment, through unemployment or loss of a tenant, he forfeited
the contract; the speculator repossessed the property and repeated the
process.

To capitalize on the prospects for racial change, brokers stopped
showing houses in East New York to whites. Some brokers claimed that
whites did not want homes in the changing area; others claimed that
families had to pay twenty points (a loan of $15,000 became a mortgage
of $18,000, with $3,000 going into the mortgagee’s pocket) to get a mort
gage. This was compared with only eight points in Rugby (an area just

beginning to change in East Flatbush) and three points in all-white Far
ragut, south of Rugby. Black families had to pay the premium because
they had no alternative, but whites could go to other areas. Even FHA
insurance was difficult to get unless one dealt with FT-IA-favored firms.
At its height, 200 firms were willing to sell to blacks in East New York,
but few if any could be found selling to minority families in Flatlands,
Canarsie, or the adjacent communities in Queens.

As the area became more black and Puerto Rican and the number
of welfare families increased, the area lost its attractiveness even to
moderate-income blacks. Houses were then sold to even lower-income
families. Whites were paid still less for their houses, and blacks were
charged more. Lower down payments were accepted through the use
of high-cost purchase money mortgages. Given the higher cost of own
ing and the lower incomes of owners, the default rate continued to be
high. While homes continued to be sold to minority families, though
at a slower pace, the percentage of minority ownership didn’t rise
along with sales. The departure of higher-income blacks from the area
and the high rate of foreclosures kept the homeowner total well below
25 percent.

The shift from white to black followed a seemingly inexorable
course, even against stiff white resistance. After the first wave of block
busting, the rapidly expanding black and Puerto Rican population ran
headlong into a prospering Italian community. Racial antipathies and
the deteriorating quality of life decided the issue. The riot in the Italian
area in the summer of 1966, with Italian youths battling black and
Puerto Rican youths, followed by confrontations and more rioting in
the summer of 1967, resulted in the wholesale out-migration of the Ital
ian community. Black and Puerto Rican occupancy passed the 80 per
cent mark that same year. An entire shopping street—blocks of stores
and fruit and vegetable stands typical of Italian communities—was
abandoned in the space of two years.

Sales, which had been very active in East New York early in the
1960s, had slackened considerably by 1965—66. The two or three finance
companies that regularly handled mortgages in East New York had be
come more particular about granting loans. Blacks and Puerto Ricans
with enough income to legitimately buy houses no longer found the
area attractive. Finance companies limited loans to better parts of the
area and refused to make loans on properties with stores or even those
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within 100 feet of a commercial street. While some brokers claimed it
was impossible to get FHA insurance north of New Lots Avenue, others
claimed it was still possible if you contacted the right broker.

Whites forced from their homes to create the new black ghetto also
suffered financial and social losses; they too lost a community. They
were also pawns, their displacement adding to the demand for more
new, exclusively white suburbs. The banks and blockbusters gained, of
course. Over the past several decades, perhaps 25 percent of New York
City’s population (white and minority) has been subjected to these up
heavals and community-destroying tactics, and a terribly high price has
been paid to “keep blacks in their place.”

In reviewing these practices, it must be noted that they are one an
swer to the problem of finding more homes for blacks. Even if the de
fault rate is 15 percent, a sizable number of blacks have nevertheless
successfully bought new homes, something they would have found
hard to do without blockbusting, private mortgage financing and other
less-than-desirable practices. What is undesirable is the creation of so
cial and economic ghettos through the use of segregation and block
busting techniques, and the extra burdens put on black and Puerto
Rican homeowners and renters in areas where mortgage money is not
readily available.

EAST FLATBUSH

From East Flatbush, new details became available on the initial stages
of ghettoization and how difficult it was to stop it.’5 In this case, minor
ity school enrollment, as well as a housing market weakness, provided
the opening wedge. Essentially all white in 1960 (no census tract had as
much as 1 percent nonwhite residents), the racial composition of the
community began to change shortly thereafter. The pressures came
from Crown Heights and Bedford-Stuyvesant to the north, and from
the Brownsville ghetto to the northeast, and from parts of Flatbush to
the southwest, where a few blacks had gotten a foothold. (In 1969, Flat-
bush boundaries were euphemistically described as “where the Ne
groes aren’t.”)

The initial changes took place in the northeast, the area of poorest
housing. Conventional mortgages were already difficult to obtain by
1960, nor could legitimate buyers be found. While the area contained
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many two-family houses, four-fifths of the residents were renters, pri
marily in multifamily walkups and large apartment houses. By 1967,
substantial deterioration had taken place in the multiple dwellings, and
the minority percentage reached the 25 percent mark. Of twelve typical
buildings surveyed in 1967, ten needed extensive work in entryways
and halls where worn stairs, leaking skylights, broken mailboxes, and
sagging floors and ceilings were found.’6 Apartment interiors were also
in poor shape. In three-quarters of the units, at least 25 percent of walls
and ceilings needed replacement; half needed new window frames and
sashes. Bathroom equipment was largely old; high-tank-type toilets
predominated. Wood kitchen cabinets were rotting, and stoves were in
poor shape. Electric wiring was inadequate in all buildings. In seven
of the twelve buildings, tenants complained of do-nothing landlords,
and several complained that heat and hot water had been completely
turned off on occasion. Landlords were generally willing to make stop
gap repairs, but no significant improvements had been made in years.
Only a third of the tenants were black and Puerto Rican, and these were
mainly wage earner5.’7

The average rent for minority families was $90 per month com
pared with $80 for whites, partly because of the effects of rent control.
As apartments became vacant, the rents rose. Blacks and Puerto Ricans
were happy to obtain the vacancies, but whites were obviously not. In
many cases, landlords lowered the rents in order to attract white fami
lies. Other landlords felt their investment had collapsed and followed
the same paths as their East New York counterparts, paths that would
ultimately lead to abandonment.

The school situation added to the pressures. Starting in 1960—61,
East Flatbush had been the recipient of minority children through bus
ing and open-enrollment programs. It had a surplus of seats, and there
were serious shortages of classrooms in both Brownsville and parts of
Flatbush. From 8 percent of East Flatbush enrollment in the 1960—61
school year, minority enrollment climbed to 46 percent in 1967—68.

As minority pupil enrollment in the northeast schools rose to more
than 70 percent, white families with children began to move out and
were replaced with younger black famifies. By 1965, blacks made up
less than 25 percent of East Flatbush’s northeast population, but be
cause of the busing of youngsters from Brownsville and heavy white
enrollment in parochial schools, minority enrollment in two northeast
schools reached 90 percent. Real estate interests were quick to exploit
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the situation A swarm of brokers and speculators in the northeast and
Rugby began buying houses from whites and selling them to blacks; the
banks did their part by withholding mortgage funds.

With more blacks visible in the community and the banks and bro
kers encouraging a racial shift, owners were pressured and panicked
into selling their homes. The techniques were similar to those used in
East New York. Church Avenue sported some sixty real estate offices,
about double the number required for normal real estate transactions.
One broker’s sign advertised his practice as “Selling to A-i Puerto Rican
Families” before local protests forced the sign’s removal. All denied
blockbusting.

Yet blockbusting was going on in East Flatbush, and groups like the
Rugby Neighborhood Council organized against it. In a heavily Jewish
part of the community, Rugby community leaders were hoping to es
tabllsh an integrated community but were opposed to the panic-induc
ing and sell-oniy-to-ni..inorities policies of the real estate and banking
fraternities. They brought postcard solicitations and other evidence of
blockbusting to the State Commission on Human Rights in 1968. The
situation was then put before John P. Lomenzo, New York’s secretary of
state, who undertook an investigation.18

In December 1969, Lomenzo penalized a number of Brooklyn real
estate brokers and salesmen with fines, license revocation, and the re
turn of profits totaling more than $6,000 for a variety of offenses. Rose
Perlstein, a broker, lost her license for blockbusting. She had generated
fears by making persistent calls to solicit homes for sale with the knowl
edge that a black family lived on the block. She had, in fact, paraded a
black family up and down the block. Brokers for one house misrepre
sented the salaries of the purchasers on applications for FHA loan in
surance and were forced to return profits on the sale and commissions
and to pay $500 in fines or have their licenses revoked. Cases of two
other brokers were turned over to the U.S. Attorney. The penalties were
puny, but they may have served to prevent even worse excesses.

The ffight of whites was of great concern to the clergy. Two or
thodox Jewish rabbis, fearing the elimination of theft congregations
through swift neighborhood change, asked all congregants preparing to
put their homes up for sale to come to them. The rabbis, by advertising
in the Jewish press and other journals that served the Orthodox Jewish
community, and by word of mouth, succeeded in turning over nine
houses and thirty-five occupants during October and November 1967.

The new occupants, of course, were Jewish and sustained the strength
of the congregation.

While this method was plainly discriminatory, it did counter
balance the brokerage firms whose business was increasingly (and
sometimes exclusively) aimed at the minority market. A home-finding
service, open to all, operated by the community, is one method of coun
teracting discriminatory and destructive practices. One such service,
the Laurelton Home-Finding Service of the Laurelton Fair Housing
Committee in Queens, operating through the Jewish temples in the
area, provided thirty people to take calls and show houses every Sun
day. Through ads placed in the New York Times, they claimed to have
changed the percentage of white buyers from 20 percent in 1966 to 50
percent in 1967. Despite this valiant effort, Laurelton was almost all
black by the early 1970s.

The majority of residents were not panicked by blacks moving into
the community. For a sizable number, however, the time to move had
already come. Of 377 households throughout East Flatbush that were
asked, in 1967, “Are you planning to move in the immediate future?” 14
percent answered yes. The highest percentage of yes responses came
from families in the northeast. All the younger white families inter
viewed wanted or were intending to move. They were interested in
paying $10 to $33 more per month for “better” areas in Queens or Long
Island. Including the elderly who also planned to leave, a total of 25 per
cent of the northeast residents intended to move out, almost double the
percentage in Rugby and quadruple that in Farragut.

As the whites moved out, a steadily increasing proportion of sales
were made to black and Puerto Rican families. Whites were not pre
vented from buying in Rugby and the northeast, but terms were stiffer
and the prices were higher. Blacks would pay the higher prices; whites
didn’t have to. In 1967, brokers indicated that three-quarters of sales in
the northern half of East Flatbush and a quarter of sales in the southern
half were being made to minority families. They considered the entire
area to be “changing” or “ripe for change,” and many predicted flatly
that East Flatbush would go all black in a decade or two.

Community leaders blamed the city, as well as the real estate fra
ternity, for the racial shift. Their case against the city went back to the
1960 Board of Education Report, “Blueprint for Quality Education,”
which announced the open enrollment and bussing programs. That
1960 report called East Flatbush a “changing neighborhood” before
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changes had begun to occur. Community leaders were convinced the
city had sold them out. The educational “tipping” produced neighbor
hood “tipping” as the city had known it would, the leaders said, and,
since the report was published, the community had been treated like a
stepchild. Few improvements were slated for the community in the
city’s capital budgets, and city services were deteriorating. “Browns
ville has garbage pickup seven days a week,” screamed one community
leader, “but our pickups have declined from three to four to only two
days a week.”9

The city when asked to help the community, was blind to the school
integration issue, as well as to the depredations of the real estate frater
nity Officials saw East Flatbush as no worse off than dozens of other
communities. “The community isn’t in such bad shape” or “higher pri
orities exist elsewhere” was their stock answer to appeals for help. As
for more progressive technicians, they felt that East Flatbush whites
would simply have to learn to live with blacks, and, if they couldn’t, the
area could go all black, for all they cared. This was (and is) a basic point,
to be sure, but it ignores essential truths about the situation. Whites
weren’t being given that choice by the real estate fraternity and the
city’s policies and lack of action were only aiding and abetting the
apartheid policies of the realtors.

Under attack by the real estate interests and ignored by the city, it is
no wonder that communities like East Flatbush turned to the only
weapon left in theft arsenal: overt racial hate. This has been a potent
weapon in cities across the country and has kept blacks and other mi
norities from moving into white communities in an uncountable num
ber of cases. In the early 1960s, a cross was burned in front of a Farragut
home bought by a black family. This incident, and other expressions of
racial hate, helped to keep Farragut white through much of the 1960s.

By the late 1960s, however, there was a whole real estate system
arrayed against the community, transforming its racial composition
against its will. In this situation, the “rules” did a flip-flop. Police no
longer condoned or encouraged cross burnings, bombings, and the like.
They suppressed them vigorously.20

In Farragut, however, the spirit of racism died hard. Its Community
Action Committee was fanatically deterinined to maintain the status
quo. It was a strong supporter of the police and crusaded fiercely
against new expressways, new housing, new schools, or anything else

that might bring more black people into the community. “We’re the
last holdouts before the suburbs,” shouted a community leader to the
cheers of his listeners.21

In areas where the battle to remain white-only was lost, as in East
Flatbush, these strategies no longer worked. When a black broker
showed a house to a black family in 1968, neighboring residents came
out to yell at them: “We don’t want niggers here.” The house was sold
to a black family nevertheless, and, according to the broker, whites on
the block were “moving out left and right.” By 1970, the northeast area
was 55 percent nonwhite, double its percentage in 1967. Rugby more
than doubled its minority population, to 25 percent. Even in Farragut,
the minority percentage rose to 10. The transition continued.

POSTMORTEM

When white America adopted its policy of white exclusivity it may not
have foreseen the results. Blinded by its prejudices, it may have failed
to calculate the size of coming minority migrations or the shape they
would take. Perhaps it didn’t know how the ghettos would grow, fester,
boil over, and explode. Perhaps no one could have predicted the vi
ciousness of the exploitation as the ghetto expanded or the accompany
ing destruction of white, as well as black, communities. The growth of
huge minority enclaves, some of them containing hundreds of thou
sands of people, separating and isolating center cities from suburbs,
may also have been unanticipated.

If the nation was unaware of these implications when it all began,
it isn’t now. Not since the riots of the 1960s. Yet nothing has been done
to change the situation. The architects and executors of our housing
policies—the real estate fraternity and our governments—are fully
aware of the situation but refuse to change it. Nor can they hide behind
the excuse that only a few in their profession are involved in racial
change; every broker, builder, and banker who accepts white exclusiv
ity is equally guilty of these racial crimes.

From the news media, one could easily get the impression that
government was trying hard to find answers to the problems of older
communities and ghettos, but without much success. The reality was
that government was invisible for all practical purposes—except for
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aggravating the situation by its neglect. Government’s failure to deal
with the real issues—the depredations of the real estate interests and
the mindless concentration of welfare and problem families, as well
as its willingness to write off the devastated communities it created—
has resulted in the creation of many scars and open tears in theurban
fabric.

THERE HAD BEEN widespread deterioration throughout East New
York by the dawn of 1967, but the area hardest hit was the “Target
Area,” part of the tenement area west of Pennsylvania Avenue. Thus,
while conditions throughout the community are reviewed in this chap
ter, most attention is paid to the Target Area—which became the focus
of improvement planning and activity. The disastrous housing con
ditions in the Target Area and how they got that way are therefore
analyzed in some detail. It was the Target Area that the community
unanimously selected to receive the bulk of new and rehabilitated hous
ing being offered by the city.

It is hard to describe the chaos of life in the Target Area, portraying
its full measure of deterioration, congestion, instabillty, and destruc
tion. Some of the community’s emotional intensity during that period
is reflected in the early meetings of the planning committee. Many years
ago, while the experience was still fresh in my mind, I wrote up a de
scription of the first meeting with landlords. This chapter starts off with
that description, as I wrote it then.

LANDLORDS’ MEETING

Outside, it was bitterly cold, the wind swirled the falling snow against
my face; it was hard to breathe.’ Hell, I thought, as I struggled toward
the Community Progress Center, nobody’s going to be at the meeting.
After all the effort to get a decent turnout of property owners—the fly
ers, the mailings, the efforts of local housing groups—it was going to be
a bust.

Inside, I was shocked. The place was jammed with people, 125 of
them, I was told later. And, as I soon realized, half of them were land
lords. Leo Lillard, the planning connnittee’s newly elected chairman,
had no sooner opened the meeting and introduced me as consultant

4

Destruction of the “Target Area”
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to
School Planning

WE Now REVIEW the travesty that Was Called school planning in
East New York.1 From 1965 to 1974, not only did the Board of Education
fail to supply thousands of East New York children with a full school
day for years on end, but it also pursued school planning as if it were
an interactive game called “Fool the Community” The school bureau
cracy made proposals and took forward-looking steps but produced
nothing. Outcries against the lack of action inspired fresh initiatives,
which inevitably ended in fatal delays or abject failure.

The Board’s failure to produce a single new facility in East New
York in eight critical years is remarkable. Needed elementary, inter
mediate, and high schools were sabotaged; educational parks were tri
fled with and sabotaged. If anything can explain the Board’s almost
glacial progress, it is its frenetic dance-in-place as it postured shame
lessly in front of the black and white conununities, ultimately favoring
the latter.

THE SCHOOL PLANNING PLAYERS

As a Model Cities planning consultant, my firm was hired to prepare
a housing and school facilities plan acceptable to the East New York
community. The school planning part proved especially difficult. There
were many players, often with conflicting agendas, and little or no di
rection (or encouragement) from the Board of Education. Clearly de
fined policies on smaller schools, on 4-4-4 systems (K—grade 4, grades
5—8, grades 9—12), on resources, and on educational parks were never
forthcoming. Anything resembling a specific goal for racial integration
was avoided.

Many agencies and community organizations were involved in
school planning, including the School Planning and Research Division

of the Board of Education, the District 19 office of the Board, the Site Se
lection Board, the Bureau of the Budget, the mayor’s office, the School
Planning section and the Brooklyn Local Area Planning Office of the
Department of City Planning, consultants to the City Plamiing Com
mission and the Board of Education, and the Linear City/Cross-Brook
lyn Expressway agency sponsors.

Locally, up to a couple of hundred people might turn out for an im
portant school meeting. Local organizations included United Youth in
Action, which held meetings on school issues affecting its immediate
area; the multiracial United Community Centers, involved for years in
school issues and strongly connnitted to integration; the East New York
Community Corporation (the local antipoverty agency), previously
committed to integration, then, later, committed to black control; and
CBENY (Council for a Better East New York), a leaky umbrella organi
zation. Many churches, the local school board, and agitated parents
were also active. Central Brooklyn Model Cities (which covered Bed
ford-Stuyvesant Ocean Hill/Brownsville, and East New York) played
its own educational power games—ineffectively, for the most part.
And, of course, the East New York Model Cities Conunittee, for which
my planning firm worked, had its own Education Committee.

In East New York, community organizations in existence for more
than a few years were a rarity. Most were single-purpose groups, re
cently organized. One group concentrated on housing, another on op
erating a credit union, a third on antipoverty programs, still another on
youth. Communitywide councils like CBENY were weakened by in
ternal conflict; cohesion and unified direction were difficult to attain.
Responses to government ranged from long-suffering searches for sym
pathetic response to angry demonstrations and fiery public hearings.

What I did not know, but gradually learned and am still coming to
terms with, was the ruthlessness, the deceitfulness, and the racism of
the school bureaucracy. In this chapter, I describe how Adrian Blumen
feld, the administrator of the School Planning and Research Division of
the Board of Education, held the school planning and construction reins
in his iron and unyielding grip. His modus operandi was to deceive, di
vide, conquer, and, if necessary, ignore the community and its needs.
None of the other players, even taken together, mattered to any signifi
cant degree. Considering how many agencies were involved, and how
much local interest and activity in school planning there was, that is a
frightening fact.
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The Board’s School Planning and Research Division established its Own
“demographic section” in 1960 and began estimating pupil projections
and seat needs, taking over this task from the City Planning Commis
sion. Yet, as of 1968, there was not a single demographer on staff. In its
assessment of East New York’s school needs, it gave no consideration to
the continued in-migration of large families with school-age children,
nor did its plans incorporate the elimination of portable (toiletless)
classrooms in five of the community’s schools. The extra needs of chil
dren reading below grade level were simply ignored, as was the need
for preschool facilities.

The Board acknowledged that nine schools needed replacement in
its 1970—1975 capital program; many schools were more than fifty years
old and lacked hot-lunch facifities, gymnasiums, science labs, and other
facilities. Nevertheless, only two elementary schools (P.S. 13 and P.S. 72)
and one intermediate school (1.5. 381) were scheduled for construction in
or near the Model Cities area in the Board’s 1969—1970 building program.
The elementary schools had “a” status for site selection and design; the
intermediate school was included in a dubious educational park.

In contrast to the Board’s building program, my office published its
assessment of needs in March 1969.2 Just to eliminate split sessions in
thirteen schools and the busing of 674 children would reql±e, a mini
mum of 6,023 seats. This tremendous shortage was precipitated at least
in part by the gradual closing of three Roman Catholic schools in the
1960s, to which most Irish and Italian parents had sent their children.3
Our estimate did not call for the removal of the forty-seven portable
classrooms in use on five school playgrounds, though it could have. It
did call for the immediate construction of four elementary and four in
termediate schools, including the replacement of the very old and ob
solete P.S. 63.

More than 2,200 seats in prekindergarten programs were also
needed but were not included in our estimates. They should have been.
Mayor Lindsay, against the recommendations of the City Planflng
Commission, had budgeted more money for early childhood centers,
but East New York was not one of the recipients. True, money wasn’t
there even for kindergarten seats, but the needs certainly were.

The failure to provide adequate physical facilities was more than

matched by inadequacies in the instructional program. Researchers at
the University of Wisconsin tracked 1,500 Chicago children from age
five to age twenty and found that poor children who had attended pro
grams like Head Start, with the active involvement of parents, com
miffed fewer juvenile crimes. The idea hadn’t yet penetrated the city’s
educational bureaucracy. Reading scores in East New York were among
the lowest in the City of New York.

A case can be made for not supplying permanent seats for peak
pupil enrollments in areas such as East New York, where enrollment
can be expected to peak and then fall off by 20 percent or more as the
population ages. But that doesn’t mean that it’s all right to let thousands
of children go without seats or to put them on short sessions. Perma
nent seating should be provided to cover peak pupil enrollment; over
age and obsolete schools can gradually be phased out as enrollments
fall to long-term projected levels. Temporary space can be leased or con
structed to ifil in the gaps caused by construction delays but is not a
long-term solution. Even the closed Catholic schools could have been
used creatively to reduce the seat shortages.

Temporary classroom space was not much of an option in East New
York, however. Elizabeth O’Daly, the district superintendent, had pre
viously conducted searches for such space but managed to find only
one or two sites, one of which took five years to bring online. In Febru
ary 1968, my office undertook a similar survey, checking out vacated
synagogues, vacant industrial properties, and other possible spaces. All
but one out of nineteen prospects had been vandalized or burned out or
were otherwise unusable. One obvious solution was the immediate
construction of new school space, but neither the Board nor the city was
responsive to the urgent needs.

City and state administrations were as much to blame as the Board
of Education for the failure to build enough new schools. Funding,
éontrolled by the Bureau of the Budget, was always limited. If the
Board needed ten new schools, it was lucky to get three. The Board
played along, typically understating the needs, especially in minority
communities.4

From 1967 through 1974, though new schools were high on the
community’s agenda and vigorously fought for, the schools bureau
cracy fought just as vigorously against them. The result: not a single
new school was built in East New York for eight years.
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P.S. 13 SITE SELECTION

The P.S. 13 site selection process is a classic example of the Board’s dis
honesty in its dealings with East New York. In April 1967, top priority
for new schools went to Flatbush-East Flatbush and to Midwood-Flat
lands in Brooklyn, mostly white communities where needs were not
nearly as great as those in East New York.

East New York parents were outraged and let the Board know how
they felt. In response, Adrian Blumenfeld seemed to put P.S. 13, one of
the two elementary schools the Board had earmarked for construction
in the 1969—1970 building program, on a fast track, moving rapidly to
ward site selection and construction. He first proposed to build an ex
pansion for Jefferson Field (a one-square-block playing field located
down the Street from East New York’s Jefferson High School) in the
proposed Spring Creek Educational Park in Canarsie, a couple of miles
away. He included 1.8. 381 (the intermediate school scheduled for early
construction) in the Spring Creek Educational Park, as well. He then
proposed to locate ES. 13 on the current Jefferson Field site because
there would be no relocation load and construction could proceed
rapidly.

In Machiavellian terms, it was a master stroke. The whole idea was
a fraud, and not just a rob-Peter-to-pay-Paul scam either. Yes, it would
rob East New York of scarce open space, but that was the least of it. It
was a terrible proposal because P.S. 13 could not be built until the Jef
ferson Field expansion, as part of the Spring Creek Educational Park,
was completed, and, as I explain later, that itself was pie in the sky. The
Spring Creek Educational Park was a wholly unproven and complex
undertaking that had won the approval of neither the school bureau
cracy, the black community, nor the white community. It would have
been a miracle if it had ever been built.

Adrian Blumenfeld was pressed to choose an alternate site by East
New York Model Cities, as well as my office and by others, but Blu
menfeld was adamant about using the Jefferson Field site. After many
meetings and an exchange of several letters, he bluntly told the Model
Cities Committee to plan the needed open space somewhere else.

Blumenfeld also managed to get local support for the Jefferson
Field site. His staff claimed that the local school board had submitted a
dozen sites for ES. 13 to the Board of Ed, including Jefferson Field.
This proved to be false, but the rumor did much to neutralize local op

position. Blumenfeld also proposed to place P.S. 72, the other elemen
tary school proposed by the Board of Ed, to the east to quiet more of
the opposition. Ultimately, the local school board agreed with Blumen
feld, and the Jefferson Field site was approved and sent to the Site Se
lection Board on October 28, 1968. In his presentation to the Board,
Blumenfeld never mentioned that the site was the athletic field of Jef
ferson High.

In 1967, the Spring Creek Educational Park became part of Linear
City (a grandiose scheme for a 5.5-mile expressway combined with
community facilities, schools, and housing)—a death warrant, as it
turned out. When the Linear City initiative bit the dust in 1969, as it
richly deserved to do (see later discussion), the Spring Creek Educa
tional Park (including the Jefferson Field expansion and 1.S. 381) was
canceled, as well. P.S. 13 could not be built on the old Jefferson Field site
until the new Jefferson Field, ultimately located on Flatiands Avenue,
was finally completed in 1974. P.S. 13 was finally built on the old Jeffer
son Field site in 1975. At least six years had been wasted.

Also in 1975, ES. 72 was completed, finally ending the seat short
age. By then, East New York had lost 12 percent of its population in just
a few short years. The drop was caused by FHA foreclosures and by the
emptying of hundreds of buildings, HPD’s (New York City Department
of Housing Preservation and Development) demolition of vacant and
abandoned residential buildings, and the Board of Education’s site
clearance for ES. 72 and the East Brooklyn High School (which was
never built).

HIGH SCHOOL PLANNING

Planning for new high schools was perhaps the most volaffle and emo
tionally charged issue in school planning. Blacks generally wanted new
high schools in the ghetto; whites were passionately against it.

Capital budget funds had been set aside for fourteen high schools,
but the Board of Education was pushing for renovations and additions
instead of new facifities, hoping at least in part to defuse the racial issue.

At a meeting with Martha Davis, in charge of high school planning
for the CPC (City Planning Commission), we were at first told that only
nine of the fourteen high schools were presently budgeted.5 Then she
checked again. Oops! It turned out that several of those were being held
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up because of Linear City. Only six were currently budgeted. At the
time, an unreleased CPC report estimated it would take twenty—two
years to pay for all the needed high schools at the then-current rate of
financing.

Also, much of the money previously allocated for high school con
struction remained unspent. Changes in policy and in school design,
unforeseen site problems, strikes and other labor troubles, “holds” by
the City Planning Commission (to find better sites), the need for Art
Commission approvals, the complexities of proposals like Linear City
or Spring Creek, which involve many agencies and are all but impossi
ble to work out—all caused the delays. The situation was worsened by
the Board of Ed’s desire to convert all high schools into comprehensive
high schools, offering both academic and general diplomas. Needless to
say, the reactions of black and white communities also slowed or halted
progress.

That East New York was in crisis had no bearing on results. By Jan
uary 1968, high schools in East New York were severely overcrowded,
with enrollment almost double capacity at both Jefferson High and
Maxwell Vocational, despite theft high drop-out rates. One might ex
pect that the City Planning Commission, Which also decides which
schools get capital budget priority, would push the Board of Ed to sat
isfy the critical needs in minority communities, but there is no evidence
that it did.

A few incidents serve to ifiustrate what high school administration
in that part of Brooklyn was like. In spring 1967, the Jefferson High prin
cipal accused the United Community Centers of “encouraging juvenile
delinquency.” He was incensed because a handful of students had or
ganized a boycott of the deficient school lunchroom, about which he
and his staff had done nothing. Almost 99 percent of the student body
joined the peaceful demonstrations for three days, after which the menu
was significantly improved. The triumph lay not only in winning a bet
ter menu but also in proving that it was possible to create an atmos
phere where all students—black, white and Puerto Rican—could work
together in a school.

In late October 1968, the East New York Alliance, an organization of
students, parents, community residents, and teachers, drew up a list of
fifteen reforms that were needed right away at Jefferson High. Among
the demands were the assignment of a permanent reading specialist
to the school, the provision, in writing, to each student of the correct

requirements for both general and academic diplomas (“confusing,
vague, and incorrect” information had been handed out for years), and
the involvement of students in planning assembly programs. Students
also wanted to be allowed to have dances and to be permitted to plan
lunch menus.

Overcrowding in the high schools resulted in serious disciplinary
and administrative problems, often solved at the expense of students.
In the 1966—1967 school year, Franklin K. Lane High School, which had
become 80 percent minority and 20 percent white, was confronted with
racial issues, including segregated entrances, segregated tables in the
cafeteria, and segregated teams and clubs.6

In April 1969, Kenneth Clark, president of the Metropolitan Ap
plied Research Center, Inc., sent a telegram to John Doar, then president
of the Board of Education, describing the unlawful transfer and dis
charge of 674 mainly black and Puerto Rican students from Franklin K.
Lane, in the northeast corner of the district, over a two-month period.
Educational and human rights had been flagrantly violated. More than
400 “discharged” kids were wandering the streets. More than 200
“transferred” students had not been transferred to any other school.
Another 125 had been referred to the Board of Ed for “counseling.”

Clark also sent Doar a fact sheet detailing the treatment of blacks
at Canarsie High since its opening in 1964. The white community had
been physically resisting its integration ever since, reported Clark.
Black students from Brownsvffle were attending Canarsie High, and
they were often chased and beaten by white youths while police stood
idly by and did nothing. Signs reading “NIGGER CO HOME” or other rac
ist slogans were paraded by white youths; chair-throwing melees in the
cafeteria and many incidents elsewhere in the school had been reported
over the years.

- In response to pervasive community pressures, seconded by the
high school principals, a proposed East Brooklyn High School was
finally given priority and approved for site selection by the School Plan
ning and Research Division of the Board. At first, the Board of Edu
cation approved a site north of Atlantic Avenue for the school, but it
was forced to reconsider because of an immediate community outcry.
Adrian Blumenfeld, already unhappy with my planning office’s in
volvement in school planning, reopened the site question but restricted
the community’s options to a site east of the Model Cities boundary,
effectively silencing our input. This stricture also reflected a growing
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dissatisfaction with Central Brooklyn Model Cities and its proprietary
approach to community development.

Many meetings were held on the issue during August 1968, and at
the penultimate meeting in September, 170 of the 193 persons present
voted in favor of Site 3, smack dab in the middle of East New York.
A demonstration was then called for September 18 at 110 Livingston
Street, the headquarters of the Board of Education, to demand that the
Board approve the community’s East Brooklyn High School site. Giving
in grudgingly to the enormous community pressure, the Board of Edu
cation submitted Site 3 for the East Brooklyn High School to the Site Se
lection Board on March 11, 1969. The five-block site was bounded by
Belmont Avenue, Jerome Street, Sutter Avenue, Blake Avenue, and Hen
drix Street. It contained 308 units in one- and two-family houses in good
condition, plus forty-five small commercial establishments? The Site
Selection Board approved the site on May 19, 1969.

Although the East Brooklyn High School was given “a” status, the
East Kings High School (in a nearby white district) had “b” status and
was to be built first.

In July 1970, the Board awarded a design contract for final design
and construction documents for the East Brooklyn High School at a cost
of $742,775. The site was subsequentiy cleared. All systems appeared to
be go. But wait!

While plans for the East Brooklyn High School were being prepared
—surprise! The Board of Education approved the East New York Char
rette, encouraging the East New York community to develop its own
Educational Park plan (described in more detail later). The community
did so, creating a plan for an East New York Educational Complex that
would contain the South Central High School and three intermediate
schools only a few blocks away from the East Brooklyn High School
site. Suddenly realizing that the high schools would be close to each
other, the Board of Education terminated the East Brooklyn High School
design contract on June 5, 1974. The East Brooklyn High School was
dead.

The hidden reason for approving the Charrette and the East New
York Educational Complex now emerged—so that the East Brooklyn
High School could be knocked out of the construction budget. And,
once it had served its purpose, the East New York Educational Complex
was also sacrificed on the bureaucratic altar. Instead of a magnificent,

new Educational Complex, the pittance ultimately passed on to East
New York was a 250-seat addition to the Maxwell Vocational High
School.

Jam convinced that the pressure brought on the Board of Education
by the surrounding white community played a prominent role in killing
the East Brooklyn High School. No new comprehensive high school has
ever been built in a solidly minority area, not in Harlem, not on the
Lower East Side, not in Brownsville, certainly not in East New York.8
None is likely to be, as long as the Board’s and the white community’s
racial bias remains at its current punitive level.

THE EDUCATIONAL PARK

In one of the more dramatic challenges to the centralized bureaucracy,
On Max Wolff, director of research in the Migration Division, Depart
ment of Labor, Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, set forth his specific ed
ucational park proposal in 1964. Noting that 85 percent of Harlem’s
eighth graders were reading at or below the fifth-grade level, Dr. Wolff
advanced the thesis that separate but equal schools cannot exist. In mi
nority schools, Wolff argued, teachers expect low pupil achievement
and do not work hard to teach black children reading and other skills;
as a result, students become discouraged, don’t learn to read, and drop
out. Though the goal should be to help the children overcome whatever
barriers exist to their progress, wrote On Wolff, teachers too often con
ceive their professional obligation to be the protection of the status quo,
inevitably resulting in poor educational achievement.

Dn Wolff’s solution was the educational park, a complex that
would include elementary, junior high, and high schools in one location
to serve combined black and white communities. Dr. Wolff even con
sidered linking the park to a community college. Economies would re
sult from the full-time use of auditoriums, gymnasiums, and art and
music facifities. The educational park’s libraries, music rooms, lan
guage laboratories, remedial centers, science labs, and athletic fields
would incorporate modern scientific advances.

Brownsville would be an excellent place to start building educa
tional parks, said Dr. Wolff.9 Faced with severe seat shortages and
scheduled to receive fourteen new schools in the next five years, the
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district could see the park developed over time, with new schools
added to it as old schools were retired

Brownsville school activists and citywide supporters bought Dr
Wolff s solution The parents felt that if the park was adjacent to Browns
ville, was big enough, and offered quality education, whites would be
drawn to it They proposed an educational park to be built in the Flat
lands (between the black and the white commuruties) for 15,000 inter
mediate pupils (see map 2)

Tn September 2965, the Board of Education responded with its own
educational park plan calling for two educational parks One would be
located in Flatbush-East Flatbush, and the other would be at the eastern
end of East New York. Both would include three intermediate schools
and a high school; both were far from Brownsville (sites B and C, map
2). The Board’s planning staff felt that if the parks were in or near white
areas, they would have a better chance of being integrated. And, need
less to say, they would not be controlled by blacks.

Furious at the Board of Ed’s response, on May 20, 1966, Milton A.
Galamison, Thelma Hamilton, Helen Efthim, and Curtis Grace, the top
Brownsville activists and organizers, among others, presented State
Commissioner of Education James E. Allen Jr., with a petition calling for
a stay on construction of the proposed elementary and intermediate
schools. They asked that the New York City Board of Education be in
structed to develop an educational park in Brownsville to meet the
community’s school needs. Commissioner Allen granted a temporary
stay on June 24, 1966.

As if nothing hadhappened, on June 6, 2966, Adrian Blumertfeld
sent his Spring Creek Educational Park proposal to the Site Selection
Board. The 42.5-acre park (Site D, map 2) was to contain three interme
diate schools (two of which were included in the stay order) and a high
school, as well as the expansion of the Jefferson High athletic field.

The Spring Creek area was being developed as a “New Town in
Town.” Projected developments included Twin Pines Village, a 6,000-
unit cooperative housing development on 160 acres, a 300-acre landfill
project, a 60-acre, 1,500-bed pair of hospital facilities, a couple of public
housing projects, a storm water pollution control plant, the Cross
Brooklyn Expressway, and the Spring Creek Educational Park. On the
as yet uncommitted acreage, preliminary estimates anticipated another
6,000 to 10,000 new dwelling units, 110 to 130 acres of industrial use,
creating up to 20,000 jobs, a new regional park of nearly 2,000 acres, and

‘lAP 2
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many other facilities. An elementary school in Conjunction with Twin
Pines was also scheduled, along with several small kindergarten class
rooms and preschool seats in the public housing projects.

The situation became ever more complex. On February 26, 1967,
Mayor John Lindsay announced a plan to develop a Linear City con
taining schools, housing, and community facilities astride a double-
deck Cross-Brooklyn Expressway. The expressway was to run 5.5 miles,
using the unused rail line from Bay Ridge, then running through East
Flatbush and Canarsie, finally linking up with the Interboro Parkway
(since renamed Jackie Robinson Parkway) along the Brownsvffle/East
New York border. The announcement of this scheme was made jointly
with Lloyd K. Garrison, then president of the Board of Education.

Making matters worse, on August 24, 1967, Commissioner Allen
approved the Board of Ed’s Spring Creek Educational Park as part of
the Linear City development and as a positive response to Browns
vifie’s demand for an educational park. He therefore lifted the tempo
rary stay on two intermediate schools that would be built as part of the
Spring Creek Educational Park.

While the Board of Education was presenting the Spring Creek Ed
ucational Park as an answer to the Brownsville parents’ demand for an
integrated educational park, the David A. Crane consulting firm, em
ployed by the City Planning Commission to review the Spring Creek
development proposal, came to a far different conclusion. In a report
dated July 24, 1968, Crane made it clear that, as the Spring Creek area
fully developed, the educational park would do no more than serve
Spring Creek’s own population. Students coming to it from Brownsville
and East New York would gradually be phased out, leaving it a mostly
white complex.

There are certainly difficulties with achieving an integrated (better)
educational system via the educational park. Among these is the prob
ability that tracking systems (built into the United Federation of Teach
ers’ contract) will be established one way or another, frustrating the
entire idea of an equal education. Also, unless teachers believe in the
educabillty of the children (see chapter 13), students can not make great
strides in reading scores or other evidence of learning. Much also de
pends on the quality and experience of teachers and on the size of
school budgets.

The Linear City initiative outraged black communities (which were
denied a substantial role in its planning), as well as white communities

in the expressway’s path (who suspected that the schools would be in
tegrated and the housing predominantly low income). After several ill-
fated attempts to gain community acceptance, city agency enthusiasm
turned to dejection. The coup de grace came early in March 1969, when
the Bureau of Public Roads rejected the city’s application to add the
Cross-Brooklyn Expressway to the federal Interstate Highway System,
ending the fiasco.

THE EAST NEW YORK CHARRETTE

Despite the demise of Linear City, there was enormous interest in the
educational park concept, promising as it did modem facilities, high-
tech equipment and programs, and local control of a group of schools.
Under urging by the East New York Model Cities Planning Conmiittee,
my office developed plans for an East New York Educational Park in
March 1969. With the help of the innovative architects Bernard Rothzeid
and Tunney Lee, our plan called for two intermediate schools and sev
eral elementary schools to house upward of 7,000 pupils along the
southern border of East New York. A high school was not included,
since the East Brooklyn High School site was only a few blocks away. To
reduce relocation burdens, we proposed small academic clusters at the
lower grades, 200- to 300-seat “academic” schools that would be built
on as little as half-acre sites or even on the ground floors of new resi
dential buildings. Community cores (e.g., auditoriums, libraries, art
and music rooms) and specialized spaces (e.g., labs, computer rooms,
administrative offices) would be in separate buildings, supplementing
the limited facilities at the lower grades. The proposal was well received
but short lived.

Enter the East New York Charrette!1° Totally out of character, on
July 30, 1969, the Board of Education approved the East New York
Charrette, which invited the community to plan its own educational
park and funded it.11 Jointly sponsored by the U.S. Office of Education
(which contributed $20,000) and the Board of Education (which con
tributed $52,000), the charrette had as its mission to locate an educa
tional park within the area bounded by Crescent Street Linden Boule
vard, Ashford Street, and Atlantic Avenue.

This was another Machiavellian gambit. It superceded our Model
Cities educational park plan, promised to satisfy East New York’s
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unmet school needs, and demolished the Board’s racist educational
park image all at the same time.

The western boundary was deliberately set just east of the Model
Cities area. Both the City Planning Commission and the Board of Edu
cation were now furious at Central Brooklyn Model Cities for its attacks
on the Linear City plan, its empire building, and other perceived short
comings. As was also to be expected, my office was excluded from par
ticipation in the Charrette, except as an observer.

The community was pleasantly shocked and excited by this unex
pected opporwnity The charrette was kicked off at a major commu
nity meeting on November 25, 1969, which attracted some 293 persons,
197 of whom were organizationally connected.’2 The East New York
Community Corporation and its delegate agencies were heavily repre
sented, as were the regular schools establishment (principals, parapro
fessionals, school board members, staff) and the UCC, among other
organizations. Priscilla Wooten, of the local school board, was elected
chairman; Frank Rivera, Leo Lillard, and Paul J. Gallagher, also nomi
nated, were made co-chairs. At Leo’s suggestion, everyone interested
was invited to join the steering committee, so 180 people signed up. The
next meeting was set for December 11 at 1.5. 292, where preparations
were to be made for a two-week charrette in January 1970.

The community was now expected to retain an architect, provide a
twenty-four-hour space and materials for the charrette, get expert help,
set up expense controls, put out public notices of events and results, or
ganize the charrette itself, setup community meetings to discuss issues
and approve results, and follow up on implementation. A tough job for
even a stable, well-organized group, and this one wasn’t. Nor was the
program staffed by experienced professionals who could guide the ef
fort through turbulent waters. Officials from the U.S. Office of Educa
tion were not used to the rough-and-tumble of East New York activism;
Board of Education staff kept a low profile.

The question that dominated the early meetings was whether to
plan for an integrated educational park or one that was all black and
locally controlled. The East New York Alliance for Better Education,
which came into existence during the teachers’ strike of 1968 (see chap
ter 13), saw control of the schools by blacks and Puerto Ricans as a life
and death struggle. The Alliance led the protest against the expulsion of
the 600 black students from Franklin K. Lane. It was militantly commit
ted to community control of the institutions in black and Puerto Rican
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communities. The organization’s most articulate leaders were Olivia
Taylor and Leo Lillard, both of whom are black, and Don Haymes, who
is white.

After the first few meetings, the average number of persons who at
tended charrette meetings dropped to around thirty-five. The atmos
phere was tense, often filled with epithets like “honky” and “whitey.”
Names like “nigger” and “Uncle Tom” were often shouted at blacks
who supported integration or who appeared to side with a UCC posi
tion.13 The atmosphere drove out independent community residents,
both white and black, leaving the field to employees of the Board, the
ENYCC, the East New York Alliance, the UCC, and a few other groups.
Toward the end of April 1970, the UCC resigned from the charrette
when a meeting was scheduled for the first night of Passover despite an
earlier agreement not to hold it on that night. The resignation was
greeted with a barrage of anti-Semitic remarks.14

Finally, on Monday, April 27, 1970, the first week’s schedule of the
two-week charrette was ready. Sessions were scheduled throughout the
week—mornings, afternoons, and evenings. They included meetings
on site selection and development, educational park design, relocation
problems, selection of an architect, curriculum development, social
services, narcotics, special education, and so on. The Steering Commit
tee was to hold meetings on the overall development, on fiscal matters,
and on the resolutions adopted by the various individual sessions. Not
many such resolutions materialized.

On May 18, the second week’s charrette schedule was distributed.
The schedule included many of the first week’s topics and a few new
ones. An impressive group of consultants, both governmental and non
governmental, were also invited to the various meetings. Many of them
were from the Board of Education, including the Harlem activist Isaiah
Robinson, then a member of the Board of Education, and Adrian Blu
menfeld, chief site selector for the Board. Also invited were Max Wolff
and Annie Stein, from the Center for Urban Education, Stanley Arono
witz, from Mobilization for Youth, Luis Fuentes, principal of P.S. 155,
Jim Haughton of Fight Back, and many other well-known and outspo
ken community advocates.

While many of the invited consultants came to a meeting or two,
most did not. Most Board of Education and other agency personnel
failed to appear, though they were invited in writing by Herb Gottlieb,
of the U.S. Office of Education. Many of these agency staffers didn’t
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want to come because they would be asked to commit their agencies
and they were not authorized to do so. Others, including many city
wide activists, could not attend on such short notice or wouldn’t dream
of taking a subway to the outlying sections of Brooklyn.

Though three site options were placed before the charrette commit
tee during the second charrette week, Leo Lillard’s favored Site 1 clearly
dominated the discussion. It lay within East New York but was close to
the border between black and Puerto Rican East New York and white
Canarsie. It was sited just two blocks east of our proposed Model Cities
educational park. Despite the huge fight over whether to have an inte
grated or a segregated educational park, Site 1, and the school structure
it contained, was in line with integration objectives. There was general
agreement to concentrate on that site.

A week later, most of the community’s active citizen planners (in
cluding Leo Lillard) were joined by officials from the Department of
Health Education and Welfare (HEW), the U.S. Office of Education, and
people from the upper echelons of the New York City Board of Educa
tion. A long discussion of the site and associated problems took place,
mostly related to the quality of existing housing, relocation loads, and
educational park space needs. The following week, Don Haymes pro
posed a Charrette Housing Resources Corporation that would rehabil
itate vacant buildings as a relocation resource, relocate families being
displaced, and manage housing taken over by the city for the charrette
complex, the Model Cities housing program, and the East Brooklyn
High School site.

Toward the end of the second week, the charrette took on a more
positive, focused tone, with many community people (mostly women)
and high school and college students filling up the large room. While
most of the work was being done by the consultants and students, few
of whom lived in East New York, their involvement raised the spirit of
the project, giving it new life.

The charrette was scheduled to come to an end on June 30, but the
committee was a long way from being specific enough to complete its
plans. Even whether to go to a 4-4-4 system had not been decided. Meet
ings on day care and on bilingual education were among the most pro
ductive, but much more work remained to be done. Professional help
was employed by the Board of Education to flesh out the charrette com
mittee’s report.

On December 16, 1970, the East New York Educational Complex
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was adopted by the Board of Education as the replacement for the
Spring Creek Educational Park. It was to contain the South Central
High School, I.S. 361, I.S. 366, and East New York’s I.S. 381 (its last hur
rah) on a site bounded by Suffer, Berriman, New Lots, Elton, Blake, and
Ashford, as well as the intervening street beds. The resolution adopted
by the Board corroborated the agreement among the Board of Educa
tion, Community School Board, and the Charrette Committee on the
plan and the site.

What followed was a quiet year or two during which Pricilla Woo-
ten, representing the community, worked with the Board of Education
and the City Planning Commission to develop and implement the plan.
Relocation of the 1,000-plus families to be displaced was a major issue,
leading to a decision to implement the plan in phases. Dt Max Wolff
was employed to put together a final version of the report. A major ar
chitectural firm was appointed to design the project; the minority ar
chitects selected by the charrette committee were named as consultants.

One of the last items in my file is a New York Post story dated
March 22, 1973. A 120-page report was finally issued by the Board of
Education proposing a 4,000-pupil high school and three intermediate
schools for 5,400 children on Leo Lillard’s site. It was to include an ice-
skating amphitheater, a swimming pool, stores, and a large community
gym. Pupils would attend the schools in “houses” of 500 pupils each.
None of the buildings was to be more than three stories high.

Once the public announcement was made and the Board seemed
committed to the educational complex containing the South Central
High School, the design contract for the East Brooklyn High School
could be canceled. Once this was done, on June 5, 1974, the plan for the
educational complex was allowed to gather some well-earned dust.

Priscilla Wooten blamed the community’s failure to get the educa
tional complex on the fact that East New York stood alone; it had no
friends among the city’s power brokers.

END STATE

The shameful and almost unbelievable conclusion—from 1967 through
1974, no elementary schools were built, no intermediate schools were
built, no high school was built, no educational park materialized—all
this in the face of enormous seat shortages, split sessions, and the use of
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buses and portables. At its worst, almost a third of East New York cliii
dren were receiving less than a full day’s schooling. Especially in the
face of the area’s critical needs and the community’s unwavering in
volvement and activity, the school planning process was one of the
darker sides of community politics in New York City

The East New York experience also illustrates the depth and
strength of the Board’s bureaucracy and its long-range power to frus
trate any action with which it does not agree. The school bureaucracy is
impregnable. No city or state agency, no actively involved local com
munity not even the appointed Board of Education can force the bu
reaucracy out of its chosen path. Our educational system is under an
administrative despotism, hard at work taking care of itself.

East NewYork under Siege

ANYONE WHO THOUGHT that the housing deterioration in East
New York would end with the change to black and Puerto Rican occu
pancy was in for a shock. If anything, the rate of deterioration, and its
extent radically increased over the next decade. During that period, the
racist policies of real estate brokers arid speculators, the redlining by the
banks, and the almost total neglect of the situation by the city and its
agencies brought the area to almost total collapse. Through its new fed
eral mortgage insurance program, adopted in 1968, the FHA contrib
uted mightily to the result.

As early as 1967, when East New York had lost its attractiveness to
middle-income blacks, houses were being sold to lower-income fami
lies. Whites were paid less for their houses than they were a few years
earlier, and blacks were charged more. Smaller down payments were
made possible by the use of purchase money mortgages (a contract to
buy a house, rather than an actual purchase). Home improvement loan
scams often added to the burdens of home ownership. Because of the
increased cost of owning and the low incomes of owners, the default
rate rose rapidly, reaching an estimated 15 percent in 1967—1968.~ An ex
odus of higher-income blacks and rising foreclosure rates kept the rate
of home ownership well below 25 percent.

THE VACANT BUILDING EXPLOSION

In late 1966, my firm undertook its first vacant building survey. We
identified 167 vacant buildings in the Model Cities area (117 outside
\~est Pocket and 50 inside Vest Pocket plan areas). The FHA owned only
ten to twenty of these vacant buildings as of June 1967; the number rose
to fifty-seven by June 1968.2 While these were mostly buildings that met
the strict FHA standards for insurance, corruption in the program was
already pushing up the foreclosure rate. In the overwhelming majority
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The Community School Board Disaster

N 0TH INC WOULD HAVE pleased East New York’s education ac
tivists more than the chance to run their own schools. And, during
the upheavals surrounding the integration issue, they almost got the
chance. Frustrated and disgusted by the education bureaucracy, they
wanted and fought for meaningful community participation. By the
early 1960s, more than a dozen studies had reconunended stronger
locaj boards that would have closer ties to their communities and to dis
trict superintendents, but no changes were made. The Board of Educa
tion’s unwillingness to share its power, plus its failure to act decisively
to integrate the schools, stimulated a record amount of opposition to
central control.

During 1964, there were three school boycotts, two by blacks and
one by whites (Parents and Taxpayers), all of them against the Board’s
plan for integration. At its height, several hundred thousand children
absented themselves from school, resulting in a loss to the Board of
more than $2.5 million in state aid.

The following year, a schools consultant, Marilyn Gittell, issued a
sharply pointed critique of the existing system.’ She lamented the de
clining role of the mayor, the Board of Education, and the superintend
ent of schools in setting educational policy, and deplored the correspon
ding rise in the power of the professional bureaucracy. She called the
decentralization of bureaucratic power and the expansion of nonpro
fessional influence the first objective of any effort to change the system.

In 1965, despite the mounting criticism, a new Board of Education
plan created thirty local school districts, each containing an average of
twenty-eight schools and 35,000 pupils. Again, the local boards were
granted no powers and were insulated from district superintendents by
having to report directly to the central board.

Incensed by this bureaucratic rebuff, Milton Galamison, of the black
Ocean Hill—Brownsvife area, organized a boycott of 600 schools to pro
test the lack of community participation. In the fall of 1966, parents boy-
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cotted 1.5. 201, in Harlem, to stress the need for teacher accountability.
Tn March 1967, Isaiah Robinson, chairman of the Harlem Parents Com
mittee, issued a blueprint for decentralization called Operation Excel
lence. The proposal called for local control of the educational process
and the organization of schools into intermediate and feeder school
complexes, or educational parks. During 1967, also, students boycotted
more than a dozen schools in an effort to remove their principals.

Finally, government took notice. After two years of riots and civil
disorder, housing and education in ghetto areas were given high prior
ity. On April 30, 1967, following action by the state legislature, Mayor
Lindsay appointed an Advisory Panel on the Decentralization of the
New York City Schools and asked it to come up with a plan for decen
tralization. Chaired by McGeorge Bundy, president of the Ford Foi.m
dation, the staff was headed by Mario D. Fantini, also of the Ford
Foundation (which had long been influential in school planning and ed
ucational issues). Fantini, to his credit, employed Marilyn Gittell as a
consultant and also called on Isaiah Robinson and myself, among oth
ers, for assistance. A great sense of urgency inspired the effort. Change
was in the wind.

THE DEMONSTRATION DISTRICTS

In May 1967, in response to its most outspoken critics, the Board of Ed
ucation established three demonstration districts as experiments in lo
cal control. One of these, in Milton Galamison’s Ocean Hill—Brownsville
district, was implemented in six elementary, one junior high, and one
intermediate school.2 Governed by a board of ten parents, five teachers,
five community reps, and one administrative rep, the demo district was
empowered to “select and appoint personnel, initiate and approve pro
grams, and request budget appropriations and to allocate same.”

Rhody McCoy, who helped Milton Galamison organize the 600-
school boycott in 1965, was named district superintendent. When he
took office, only 1.4 percent of New York City school supervisors were
black or Puerto Rican, though more than half the schoolchildren were.
Within one year, the Ocean Hill—Brownsville demo district had two
black assistant superintendents, male and female black principals, one
Chinese principal, and many minority teachers and staff. Teachers from
all over the country applied to work in the district.

LI
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The major difference in the approach to teaching in the demonstra
Hon district was the belief that the children were educable.3 In a single
year, the positive evaluation of teachers by parents rose from 38 percent
to 77 percent. Pupil reading and math scores improved each year of the
three-year period for two of the districts; pupils were not tested in
Ocean Hill—Brownsville because the local board did not believe the tests
were well constructed. Nevertheless, in her evaluation of the demon
stration districts, Marilyn Gittell stated that “we must conclude that the
districts . . seemed well on their way to making a significant educa
tional impact on their students.”4

Many educational innovations were fried by the Ocean Hill—Browns
ville demo district, with varying results. One popular program was the
assignment of a bilingual teacher to a single class at every class level.
This bilingual presence reduced hostility to the school and led to in
creased communication with parents, who could now talk to the teachet
One program that did not do so well was Project Learn, in which pupils
followed programmed materials at their own pace. It did not seem ef
fective to many teachers and parents and was dropped. The good news
was that new ideas could easily be tried in the experimental district,
whereas this had been almost impossible under the old school rules.

The most striking finding about the impact of local control on
pupils was children’s response to the statement “Every time I try to get
ahead, something or somebody stops me.” Most minority children an
swered yes to the statement, but in Harlem’s 1.5. 201, 79 percent of the
fifth graders interviewed said no. Again, pupils were not interviewed
in Ocean Hill—Brownsville, but a similar response would have been
likely there. The teachers’ belief in the children’s ability to learn, as well
as children’s feeling of kinship with the racial and ethnic makeup of the
staff, was felt to be responsible for the response.

On November 8, 1967, after working for just over six months—a
record for major advisory conunissions_the mayor’s Advisory Panel
on Decentralization issued its recommendations in what came to be
known as the Bundy report, so named after its chairman.~ Community
school boards should receive a clear grant of new authority, said the re
port, which proceeded to outline their proposed new powers:

A total allocation of annual operating funds, authority for all primary
and secondary (high school) education within their boundaries, the
power to appoint and remove District Superintendents. Existing ten-
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urn rights of teachers would be preserved, but tenure of new person
nel should be awarded by the District. New and wider authority over
curriculum, budget, personnel and educational policy would be given
to the district. The Board of Examiners would be eliminated.

East New York and other districts were that close to getting true local
control. But it was not to be. Early in the spring of 1968, Rhody McCoy
returned nineteen teachers and other professional personnel to the cen
tral Board, claiming they were actively working to sabotage and de
stroy the Ocean Hffl—Brownsville Demonstration District.6 If this had
been an all-white community, it would not have caused a problem,
teachers are returned to Central (they were not fired) every day. But the
number of returns and the ostensible cause raised the hackles of the
UFT (United Federation of Teachers). Al Shanker, Ufl’s president, de
manded that the teachers be reinstated and that Rhody McCoy be fired.
The teachers were reinstated, but not all were returned to teaching du
ties; Rhody McCoy was not fired; Albert Shanker was not satisfied.

Early in September 1968, Shanker took the UFT out on strike.
Within hours, only 5 percent of the teachers and 3 percent of the pupils
were still attending New York City schools. Those black (and the few
white) teachers who crossed the picket lines in an effort to keep some
400 of the city’s 900 schools open with skeleton staffs ran into a bitter
barrage of invective: “Commies!” “Fascists.””Nazi lovers!” “Nigger
lovers!” shouted the strikers. Teachers who crossed the picket lines at
P.S. 63 were called “scabs.”7 Negotiations during September and Octo
ber failed to end the strike. On October 25, 1968, a UFT rally outside
City Hall drew a surprising 40,000 supporters, who carried signs and
cheered Shanker’s statement that “We are not about to let our schools
be taken over by Nazis and gangsters.”

THE SCHOOL DECENTRALIZATION BILL

The strike ruined any prospects for a strong decentralization bill based
on the Bundy proposals. Many legislators now viewed decentralization
as tantamount to turning the city schools over to black militants.8 Ulti
mately, a watered-down version was negotiated between the Board of
Ed and the UFT, and resolute political lobbying by both in Albany
resulted in a law that was a travesty of the original intent. On April 30,
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1969, the School Decentralization Bill was passed by the state legislature
and promptly signed into law by Governor Nelson Rockefeller.

How badly were the Bundy recommendations decimated? First, al
most one-third of the pupils, those attending high schools, were not
covered by the decentralization plan. A second major disappointment
was the continuation of the Board of Examiners, which conducted tens
of thousands of appointment and promotion tests every year. While
the community school boards (CSBs) would have jurisdiction over all
the elementary and junior high schools in theft district and could ap
point their own district superintendents, they had to accept policies,
programs, instructional materials, union rules, and a host of other re
strictions established by the Board of Education, the UFT, and other
supervisory units. Most teachers were still assigned by the central ad
ministration, and local board authority was limited with respect to most
civil service employees. The local boards were empowered to hire and
fire other employees and teacher aides. The local boards could submit
proposals, help select architects, and review preliminary plans for con
struction, remodeling, or enlargement of schools under their jurisdic
tion, but they enjoyed no real power there, either. The agreement with
custodial staff prevented local boards from having any control over
school maintenance and utilization.

Some good survived the rout. The NAACP Legal Defense Fund
successfully sued the Board of Examiners, charging that it discrimi
nated in its examination procedure for principals. As a result, commu
nity school boards were able to appoint principals from a list of eligibles
who had not passed the Board of Examiners exam, resulting in the ap
pointment of forty-five minority “interim acting principals” out of 108
appointed by the first CSBs. With major restrictions, CSBs in districts
where schools scored in the lowest 45th percentile of reading achieve
ment were also permitted to hire teachers locally.

THE COMMUNITY SCHOOL BOARD ELECTIONS

The Bundy plan called for direct election of CSBs by the parents of
school children or a mixed “elective-appointive” process. The decen
tralization law gave the vote to all residents, however, which opened
the way to the capture of local school boards by organized groups.9 Far
higher percentages of whites than blacks or Puerto Ricans came out to
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vote in the first elections. While only 8 percent of the voters turned out
in largely black Morningside/Marthattanville on the Upper West Side,
for example, 23 percent voted in a white Queens district.

The first community school board elections were held in the bor
oughs on March 19, 1970, but had to be rerun on May 28 in Manhattan
because of boundary disputes in a few districts. In that first election, the
Catholic Church elected 95 of the 270 CSB members, a hefty 35 percent,
and in six of the eleven Church-dominated boards, there was evidence
of bloc voting. The liFT elected another forty-six, ending up with influ
ence on nineteen of the boards. While Board of ?ducation employees
were not eligible for election in districts to which they were assigned,
twenty-four Board of Ed employees were elected to other community
school boards, and received time off to attend to Board duties. Together,
these groups accounted for 61 percent of the newly elected commu
nity school board membership. Community corporations (poverty pro
grams) and other organized groups also elected many members. The
Jewish Defense League successfully frustrated the attempts of black
and Puerto Rican parents to control the Lower East Side CSB. (That see
saw struggle continues to this day.)

Though more than half the city’s school children were black and
Puerto Rican, 72 percent of the first CSB members were white. In twelve
districts with 85 percent or more black and Puerto Rican pupils, only six
boards had a majority of minority members.

EAST NEWYORK’S COMMUNITY SCHOOL BOARD

In East New York’s District 19, with a pupil population that was 83 per
cent black and Puerto Rican, 13.3 percent of eligible voters elected seven
whites, one black, and one Puerto Rican. Despite the active participa
tion of black and Puerto Rican community people on school issues, the
well-organized John F Kennedy Democratic Party club pulled out the
vote and dominated the outcome. The Kennedy Club ran the CSB for
more than fifteen years, aided by wffling black allies such as Council
member Priscilla Wooteni°

The CSB membership was replete with Democratic Party member
names. Ed Griffith had been a District 19 school board member before
being elected to the State Assembly; Priscilla Wooten was a school
board member before being elected to the New York City Council.1’I

I
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Frances Abbracan,iento was school board president for two terms while
she was co-leader of the Club. In the 1975—1977 term, the school board
president, Michael Long, was a member and, later, head of the state
Conservative Party; Vito Battista, who was elected to the New York
State Assembly as a Republican and ran for mayor on the Parents and
Taxpayers ticket, was a member, as was his secretary; two other Demo
cratic Party politicos were also members. With only one black and one
Puerto Rican on the 1975—1977 CSB, East New York was the last local
school board with so few minority representatives, despite its over
whelming majority of black and Hispanic voters and children.

Democratic Party control of the CSB basically gave it an enormous
patronage base, not only among the school aides and paraprofessionals
employed but also among the teaching and supervisory staff. The
teaching staff and the CSB played ball with each other; education of the
children was not a major part of the agenda.

The new CSB actively discouraged community participation, caus
ing the two minority members to resign as of June 30, 1972. The com
munity angrily protested its lack of involvement at public meetings, but
without seeing a change. When ten vacancies for principals occurred,
three PTA members were allowed to sit in on interviews and recommend
choices for selection, but only two out of the ten principals finally ap
pointed were the choice of the community. The CSB followed normal se
lection procedures for supervisory positions; though district reading
scores were well below the 45th percentile, the hiring and firing of teach
ers still took place under the centralized guidelines. Closed executive
meetings were held weekly. Open meetings were held monthiy to an
nounce what had been decided in private. The UCC (United Community
Centers) successfully sued the board, forcing an end to its ifiegal closed
meetings in 1978.12 The board then made its decisions over the phone or
at informal gatherings in private places. Business went on as usual.

Local school activists and parents now found themselves protest
ing, picketing, and demonstrating in front of the local school board,
rather than before the Board of Education. The Board of Ed was now
further insulated from the demands of its clients by another level of bu
reaucracy. That level, the local CSB, watched educational budgets being
heavily cut by 1977 without raising a peep.

As in many other low-income communities, the parents associa
tions were uniformly weak; at membership meetings, twenty parents
was a huge turnout. In November 1975, fourteen of twenty-eight parent
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association presidents were employed in local schools, making them
beholden to the principals and the CSB.’3

UCC representatives started attending CSB meetings around 1974
and attended almost every public meeting for the next ten years. The
UCC used these meetings to criticize the board on a wide variety of is
sues; getting no response, the UCC decided to try to elect school board
members. It formed Concerned Parents for Better Education, held meet
ings, conducted voter registration drives, and sponsored candidates
nights.

While voter participation in District 19 fell from 14.4 percent in 1975
to 11.3 percent in 1977, the figure was still relatively high among ghetto
communities. In New York City as a whole, fewer than 6 percent of eli
gible voters cast ballots. UCC’s Integrated Education slate polled 485
first-place votes out of a total of 5,802, enough to elect one of its nomi
nees to the nine-member board.14 The UCC ran a campaign in the next
two elections, as well, electing the single member both times. Its “suc
cess” mattered not a whit.

THE BURGEONING DISASTER
I

Nor did time improve the education climate. Black leaders and admin
istrators interviewed in 1978 felt that the central Board and the LEFT had
too much power. Local boards should have more power over the ex
penditure of funds, policy, contract negotiations, and the use of school
buildings, they said. They felt that decentralization had benefited the
black community mostly by adding minority educators, but were split
on whether this had had a positive effect on the education of black
schoolchildren.15 They complained that many of the boards were pollti
cized and had other than education agendas. A sizable majority felt that
the boards were not representative of the community, and especially not
of parents. Both leaders and administrators felt that Board of Ed em
ployees and UFT members who served on local boards had inherent
conificts of interest and that this practice should be outlawed.

Much of the UFT’s power became visible through decentralization.
It had gradually developed a stranglehold on educational programs
and policies. “Since 1965, virtually all state and federal funds for com
pensatory education granted to the city were spent on programs spelled
out or controlled by the provisions of the UFT contract.”6
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In the 1960s, the lIFT aggressively fought against the compulsory
transfer of teachers to ghetto schools and opposed reorganization of
junior highs so as to foster integration.17 It sought (and may have re
cently won) the right to allow teachers to expel disruptive students
from the classroom as part of its contract negotiations. (Some readers
may think teachers should have that right, but consider the abuses that
could result especially in minority communities.)

The lIFT contract mandated that teachers not be judged on the basis
of performance in the classroom or whether they produced students
who can read!’8 Teachers and principals were accountable only to them
selves under the contract and through similar arrangements to the
Council of Supervisory Associations.’9

In addition, if a school adopted a new program (e.g., teaching read
ing through phonics), a senior teacher (who was given preference in
transfers) could enter the school even if she or he opposed the program.
That teacher did not have to accept the program or work with it.

The UFT contract also mandated student tracking. On each grade
level, stated the contract classes should be divided into two categories,
“difficult” and “less difficult” in terms of reading achievement.20 Pupils
were placed in one track or the other. Tracking has not proven effective;
in fact, when students of different achievement levels were placed in the
same class, all students gave evidence of greater improvement.21

The UFT strongly influenced educational policy through its mem
bership on community school boards until it was banned from CSB
membership in 1989. In 1987, school employees and elected officials still
held more than a quarter of local board seats and were a majority on
some boards?2 Parent observation of teaching was not permitted where
UFT had CSB membership (nineteen of the thirty-two boards), but CSBs
with no UFT members did permit it.

So negative was the UFT’s influence that teachers in some schools
organized the Teachers Action Caucus, challenging the UFT’s retro
grade positions on school policy.

THE FAILURE OF CENTRAL AUTHORITIES

If central authorities had tried to make decentralization work, major ed
ucational improvements might have been possible, even given the
weakness of the decentralization law. But five separate studies made in

the late 1980s and early 1990s sharply criticized central authorities for
failing to do their part?3

The major findings of these studies indicated that central authori
ties overregulated and competed with local school boards, rather than
assisting and supporting them. Central had mandated strict budget cat
egories and had even held back funds over which community school
boards had independent statutory authority. It failed to allocate re
sources to districts in an equitable maimer, never consulted with local
boards, and failed to involve the boards in policy development or UFT
negotiations.

The reports unanimously recommended that the Board of Examin
ers be abolished.24 The Gifi report (see note 24) noted the Board’s inad
equate screening of new employees and its many biases; others scored
its maddening promotion procedures. The PEA (Public Education As
sociation) report complained that the Board of Examiners sharply in
hibited the recruitment of personnel by local school boards.

Central authorities made no attempt to monitor educational per
formance or to assist or intervene when needed. They badly misman
aged business and managerial support for the CSBs, creating difficulties
in the day-to-day operation of the schools. Central was aware that some
districts were out of control fiscally but did nothing about it.

The Board of Education’s inspector general’s office was seen by
many observers as lax and lenient and most of the reports recom
mended that it be made independent of the Board. An attempt to im
prove the situation occurred in 1990, when Ed Stancik was named
Special Schools Investigator by the Dinkins administration. That office
has thirty-five investigators and concentrates on sex abuse and other
crimes that can be prosecuted. The unit has an 81 percent conviction
rate.25 Schools Chancellor Harold Levy, appointed in 2001, reconsti
tuted the Board’s own Office of Special Investigations, staffing it with
more former police officers and giving law enforcement training to
civilian investigators. The unit is still poorly staffed, with only thirteen
investigators to handle a soaring caseload of more than 7,000 com
plaints a year. Both offices have come under repeated attacks because
serious sex offenders have fallen through the cracks and because the of
fices are perceived as weak and lenient and as lacking accountability.26

While all the reports agreed that political patronage had seriously
compromised the efforts of some superintendents to run their districts
effectively, this was not found to be a widespread problem. School



199 THE COMMUNITY SCHOOL BOARD DISASTER THE COMMUNITY SCHOOL BOARD DISASTER 199

employees and local elected officials were among the worst offenders;
they were guilty of improprieties and of ignoring conifict-of-interest
provisions. The Gill report and others called for detailed standards for
superintendents, principals, and fiscal officers to prevent the appoint
ment of unfit applicants.

All the studies recommended changes that would reduce the abil
ity of special interest groups to control election results. While propor
tional representation allowed minor party candidates to be elected with
less than a majority vote, its time-consuming, hand-counting procedure
opened it to corruption, and its use was legally ended in 2998. Never
theless, it continues in use; the state legislation ending proportional rep
resentation was struck down by the Justice Department, which felt that
it was injurious to minority representation. Another change is being
used; eligible voters now vote for only four of the nine members in any
election year, in hopes of reducing the ability of organized groups to
control an entire board.

Though not part of the CSBs, high school administrators also came
under attack. In effect, they were fully accountable to no one. In 2978,
field superintendents were reestablished for the high schools, but the
need for fully staffed administrative units similar to those in the thirty-
two CSB districts was undeniable. In 2001, district supervisions was
being imposed on high schools on a case-by-case basis.

On the basis of these findings, it is easy to see why community
school boards were failing. They were being overregulated on the one
hand and almost totally neglected on the other. When wrongdoing was
not punished and poor performance was not addressed, participants
began to feel that anything went. Exploitation of the system was more
common than one would expect. One principal in East New York’s Dis
trict 19, known as “The Cookie Monster,” enlisted her staff to sell junk
food to pupils at a 300 percent markup.27

ACHIEVEMENT IN DISTRICT 19

Even the one bright spot in the picture has lost some of its luster. It was
early thought that increases in minority staff would inspire minority
children to learn, but it turned out that race and ethnicity of the teach
ing staff had little to do with learning. In District 19, the proportion of
minority teachers rose from 38 percent in 1987—1988 to 49 percent in

1995—1996. All to the good! Yet the 20 percent increase did not produce
an increase in District 19 reading scores.

While differing standards, use of different tests, and alleged wide
spread cheating during the 1970s and 1980s make it difficult to compare
reading scores over time, a sampling of the most comparable results
shows the hard reality: no basic, long-term improvement in reading
skills has been achieved.

Table 2
Percentage of Students Reading at or above Grade Level

Gap between
School year District 19 citywide city and D-29

1981 38.3 49.6 11.3
1986 43.1 51.1 8.0
1992 36.3 46.4 10.1
1995 36.2 47.5 11.3

The bottom line is that the average community school board has
had very little influence on educational quality. Over the years, minor
ity membership on the East New York Community School Board has
risen appreciably, but educational success has not accompanied the
change. The CSB could say that children needed more reading pro
grams and that it wanted to see an improvement in scores but that it had
to rely on the professional staff to come up with new approaches. The
CSB had few unallocated resources, and, since most of the curriculum
was mandated by central authorities and by UFT contract, it could im
plement few if any new ideas.

Improvements and declines in reading achievement according to
Coma Grant, a member of District 19’s community school board for the
past thirteen years, can be directly traced to budget increases or reduc
tions, the presence of quality teaching, and the condition of buildings
and equipment. Budget increases and/or supplemental funds can re
sult in reduced class size, additional remedial programs, increased in
dividual attention, and experimentation with new approaches, all of
which help to improve scores. But poor districts just don’t get their fair
share. A 1987 Community Service Society report found that “poor dis
tricts are almost always shortchanged in the 35 percent of resources
which buys remedial and enhancement programs.”28

The trick in teaching is to have teachers who know how to teach

Source: New York city Board of Education
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and who are Consequently respected by students, parents, and Cowork
ers. The best teachers can get themselves assigned to schools with the
best pupil populations, and they often opt for that road, leaving less
gifted children shortchanged. During the past several years, Grant re
ported, many highly qualified and successful teachers have left District
19 or retired, leaving the schools more and more in the hands of less ex
perienced instructors. Teachers fresh out of school, with no break-in as
sistance, are thrown into difficult classrooms and expected to swim. An
inordinate number quit soon after they start.

Programs and equipment are also in short supply. District 19 is one
of seven school districts in which no elementary schools have a specific
focus on science and math, nor are the schools participating in the
Urban Systemic Initiative, a program that encourages the study of sci
ence through improved curriculum, staff training, and equipment.29
Many districts have six to twelve such schools.

Schools with these programs generally have a high (for New York
City) 20:1 ratio of students to computers. District 19 does have one mid
dle school that focuses on science and math, and another middle school
that receives extra funds for health and human services training. These
are the only District 19 schools with a 10:1 ratio of students to comput
ers. Few of the district’s other schools have computers, though they are
gradually getting some.

Many of the district’s schools are old and decrepit. Peeling paint,
broken systems, and generally deplorable conditions are typical of the
district’s older schools. The really old ones have no gyms, no cafeterias,
and little or no play space.

Conditions such as these are hardly conducive to learning. It is hard
to produce educable children if your hands aren’t free to lift spirits, if
patronage affects appointments, if your coworkers are in despair be
cause of poor working conditions, if you can’t try new ideas or respond
to emerging needs, if you can’t repair, paint, and fight for those new
computers. If CSBs had been given the power visualized by the Bundy
report, if board members had been able to make a difference, corruption
and chicanery might never have made the inroads they have.

It is also worth pointing out that, when a former chancellor, Rudy
Crew, began to take action against CSBs that were guilty of educational
failure and corruption, he suspended only five of the thirty-two CSBs
elected in 1996 and replaced several of the superintendents who served
those boards. While such actions helped to maintain the integrity of lo

THE POLITICALLY UGLY

One would have thought that the legislature was on the right track
when, in 1989, it banned school employees and elected officials from
serving on CSBs. But, on December 31, 1996, the state legislature passed
a bill that virtually destroyed local boards. Taking effect in April 1998,
the bill took away all the executive and administrative powers of the
boards. The district superintendents now control the budget. No longer
do the boards hire and fire employees, manage and operate the schools,
make repairs costing less than $250,000 per year, operate social centers,
cafeteria, or restaurant services, appoint teacher aides, employ counsel,
or, submit proposals for school facifities. Instead of the local boards, the
district superintendent now selects new principals and supervisors,
though parents do have a voice in the screening process. These powers
and more are given to the district superintendent; all other personnel
appointments are controlled by the chancellor. All in all, these changes
represent a stunning loss of the few powers local boards did have.

How did this legislation come to pass? By the ugliest of politics. In
the May 1996 CSB elections, the Por Los Ninos slate had beaten the Jew
ish Defense League forces and came out on top in Manhattan’s District
1. Sheldon Silver, Speaker of the State Assembly, smarted under this de
feat in his home district.

After the 1996 election, also, a third of the superintendent jobs were
open. A Queens district sent in its selection, which Chancellor Rudy
Crew rejected, saying the woman candidate was not qualified. But she
was qualified; support for the district’s candidate was overwhelming,
and Rudy Crew had to reverse himself. He found he could refuse to ap
point a CSB’s choice only for cause.

But Crew was determined to control the system. Somehow, he con
vinced Assemblyman Steve Sanders that he, Crew, should be the ulti
mate authority on school issues, working through superintendents that
he would select. Sanders agreed with taking away some CSB powers
but also wanted to further empower parents. Together, they approached
Sheldon Silver with their ideas.

Silver went along with stripping the local boards of their powers. In
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cal boards, the chancellor’s actions (actually the paucity of actions) sug
gest that blanket condemnation of the CSBs was totally unwarranted.

I.
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this, he was avenging the Por Los Niftos victory in the 1996 elections by
making the boards powerless. On the other hand, he insisted that the
appoint-n-lent of district superintendents remain the province of the
CSBs, because he felt the JDL forces in District 1 could control the selec
tion of the district’s next superintendent 3D On those tern-is, he agreed to
passage of the vindictive and ill-advised school governance law de
scribed earlier in the waning hours of 1996. The bill was passed in the
dead of night; most legislators had no idea what they were adopting.

The bill required CSBs, utilizing a screening committee that in
cluded parents, to submit to the Chancellor of the city school system
four candidates for district superintendent (taken from an approved
list), from which the chancellor would select one. In practice, following
another abortive attempt by Crew to name a superintendent, most
boards submitted a single name, which Crew unhappily approved.

Sheldon Silver was also indebted to Crew for a favor. Earlier, Wil
liam Ubfflas had been hired as district superintendent of District 1, had
sold out to the (JDL) Jewish Defense League forces, and was then fired
by CSB 1 after he had served a year as superintendent. With Silver’s
help, Ubinas was then hired by the New York State Department of Ed
ucation_and shortly thereafter, fired. Crew did Silver a favor by giving
Ubinas a one-year consulthg job with the city Board of Education. Sil
ver was therefore indebted to Crew.

In this way, flying in the face of all the evaluations, central authori
ties have been reinvested with almost total (unaccountable) power,
while local school boards have been relegated almost to their pre-1970
position of impotence?’

After passage of the law, Rudy Crew continued to try to gain con
trol of the district superintendents. When reading scores came in lower
than hoped for in May and June 1999, Crew announced that he was
going to fire five superintendents who were not doing a good job.’2 Dis
trict 19’s superintendent Robert C. Riccobono, was assured that he was
not one of the five, but after he returned some principals to the central
board, they appealed to Priscflla Wooten, who complained to Crew, as
a result of which Riccobono was put on the to-be-fired list. He received
a letter of termination in July 1999. No good reasons were given for the
termination In fact, Riccobono was doing a good job as superintendent
and was getting along well with the local board. He had actually been
turning the district around; there had been a slight increase in the read
ing scores of the East New York district.

The CSB and Riccobono appealed his firing to the Board of Educa
tion, which upheld the firing. Riccobono then appealed to the State
Board of Education, which found he had been wrongly dismissed. Crew
was later succeeded by Harold Levy, who appealed the state’s decision
to the State Supreme Court, which found against the Board of Educa
ifon. While Harold Levy did a high-wire act (on the one hand appealing
the decision, on the other moving toward a settlement) in Riccobono’s
case, he was very much in the Rudy Crew mold, seeking to dictate the
selection of district superintendents and thus to control them.

In May2001, Levy got into a running feud with the Lower East Side
District 1 school board, which declined to add his protégé, the district’s
acting superintendent Helen Santiago, to the list of potential hires.3’
Santiago, who got her current post at Levy’s request, did not make the
initial list of five finalists. Though one finalist was disqualified, the
board’s search committee refused to add Santiago’s name to the list to
be submitted to the full CSB for consideration. In a curious turn of
events, Riccobono, who hadn’t worked for more than two years, was
being considered as a potential fifth name. Levy was furious; he threw
Amy Velez, a new CSB member, off the board for trumped-up charges.
As of April 2002, he had refused to name a permanent superintendent,
satisfied to have Helen Santiago continue as acting superintendent. The
battle was heating up.

ISTHEREA FUTURE?

Despite the rigidly centralized control of New York City’s educational
system, the report of the state-appointed Marchi Commission noted
that hundreds of school districts in the state carry out all the functions
performed at the citywide level in New York City and recommended
pilot and demonstration studies to further decentralize the system.’4

Major cities around the world have long recognized the need for
making government more responsive to needs at neighborhood and
community levels. Local districts in London, Berlin, and Paris have
their own submayors, operate local marriage bureaus at their borough
halls, and provide appropriate services at the district level. The twenty-
eight London boroughs, for example, raise half their revenues locally,
are responsible for most roads, public health, electricity, street main
tenance, garbage collection, parking facilities, baths and bathhouses,
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public libraries, museums, parks, arid open space, maternity and child
welfare services, tuberculosis clinics, dairies, personal welfare and chil
dren services, education in part, arid housing. While such decentraliza
Hon is not always superior to centralized operations, local control
certainly deserves a chance to prove itself in the City of New York.

However marginally the objections to local power were weakened
by school decentralization, the idea of giving local communities some
additional powers looked promising to some. The idea was explored by
the Scott Commission in its report on restructuring the government of
New York City, published in 1972.~ Where power can be exercised at
the local or city level equally well, says the report, “we choose the level
closest to the people.” The authors, Edward N. Costikyan and Maxwell
Lehman, named twenty-five to thirty services that local district govern
ments could be made responsible for. The real guts of government
(building and developing housing, as opposed to its management, for
example) would remain centrally controlled. The local district could
provide social services but not dispense welfare funds, hand out park
ing tickets but not have its own police force. The taxing power, budget
power, and eminent domain power would remain firmly in city hands.

But the idea of conferring any local autonomy on minority or other
districts was (and stifi is) anathema to New York politicians. The Scott
Commission report died a-borning.

Aside from being permitted to operate social service, antipoverty,
and youth programs and to participate in housing, planning, and urban
renewal, local communities have little or no actual power. While the
city could grant local communities substantial powers even now, state
hood for the City of New York (or the metropolitan area) could put such
changes on a fast track. Jimmy Breslin and Norman Mailer came up
with the idea of making New York City the fifty-first state during Bres
lin’s run for the mayoralty in the 1970s. If the city were a state, every dis
trict within it could have the autonomy enjoyed by the City of New
York and still be under state guidance and control. Each district could
become a city, with its own taxes, laws, courts, police, fire, sanitation,
education, health, and other services (or most of them, anyway), as well
as its own housing and development programs. Hoboken, New Jersey,
does it all, and with a population of only 50,000. Black communities
would have the same opportunity to run themselves as white commu
nities. And we’d also have two additional senators working for us. Do
I hear a call for a referendum?

14

Rebuilding in East NewYork

MY EYES WERE initially opened to East New York’s progress during
my first visit to the area after a twenty-year absence. Guided by Mar
shall Stukes, one of the original members of East New York’s Housing
and Urban Planning Committee, I revisited the housing built under the
Vest Pocket Housing and Rehabilitation Program during the early 1970s
(see map 3).

We started out on Pennsylvania and Pitkin Avenues, where we saw
the health center we had planned. Across the street was the Reverend
Underwood’s project, which he stifi runs. Then we went down to Blake
Avenue, where we visited the housing sponsored by the Long Island
Baptist Church.

Next, we hit the Remeeder project (four buildings, 260 units) which
had been developed by the Community Redemption Foundation (CRF),
with a number of highly esteemed local men (no women) on its board
of directors. After many years of working with a politically connected
management team that had brought the project to the brink of foreclo
sure, a questionable deal was cut to save the project (see chapter 10).
“There’s big bucks to be made in management,” Marshall explained,
“big bucks.” Corruption is a way of life in East New York—as it is
under similar circumstances everywhere.

Next on the tour was Unity Plaza, the two-block New York City
Housing Authority project, with a large park in the center, which was
empty. The project was named Unity Fiorentino in honor of that small
Itallan man, an active member of the East New York Housing and
Urban Planning Committee who had worked for racial integration dur
ing the 1960s and 1970s.

No children or even adults were out on this beautiful day. The
sunken amphitheater is never used; rarely are the playground and its
equipment in full use. There was a very nice play area with play camels
that children could climb on. When this open space was planned, not
much thought was given to what should take place there. It cries out for
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