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PREFACE



Moving Forward
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Joan K. Davidson 
CREDIT: THE J.M. KAPLAN FUND








On a moonlit June night in 2017, more than five hundred New Yorkers gathered at the Cooper Hewitt Museum on Manhattan’s Upper East Side to salute Joan K. Davidson on her ninetieth birthday and celebrate seventy years of the J.M. Kaplan Fund, of which she was president for sixteen years, from 1977 to 1993. The lush garden of this Georgian mansion—built for the Gilded Age tycoon Andrew Carnegie—and its elegant conservatory was a fitting site to honor a woman of great style and high civic impact. This was not meant to be five hundred of Joan’s nearest and dearest friends. It was, instead, a special gathering of what she always called the “good people,” those active citizens on the front lines of creative, often pathbreaking ventures that she had supported as a colleague, funder, or both.


She had joined the good people in fights to save the Hudson from the ravages of a Con Ed power plant at Storm King Mountain. She had helped create the first affordable housing for artists. She had joined and supported those who had fought against a proposed superhighway along the edge of Manhattan. She had worked to preserve the landmarks of the city without freezing progress, to create new organizations to protect and further civil liberties, and to provide legal help for communities threatened by overdevelopment. She had not won every fight: Broadway theaters had fallen despite her best efforts to protect them from the hostile, anti-urban designs of an out-of-scale hotel developer, and there were other losses as well. But overall, hers was a record of astonishing success in repairing and carrying New York forward after the madness called urban renewal.


Present that night were environmentalists, historic preservationists, urban farmers, parks restorers, civil liberties activists, authors, poets, artists, upstate activists, museum curators, community defenders, musicians, and trendsetters of every kind—what one attendee called an “only in New York” crowd. No one gawked to see if any beautiful people might be in attendance. A number of them were indeed there, but this was not that kind of party.


Many attendees knew each other—they had joined forces on some civic initiative or had started a new organizational effort together. All had, in one way or another, worked with and admired Joan as she and her family’s foundation supported—and often directly enabled—this eclectic group in their efforts to repair and transform New York City, the Hudson Valley, and other areas of New York State over more than five decades. Margot Wellington, former executive director of the Municipal Art Society (MAS), observed: “If a gas attack that night had wiped out the crowd, the city would move backward; these were all the people who moved the city forward.” Joan, of course, couldn’t have been more pleased with the turnout. “All those smiling faces,” she noted to me with a laugh.
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Joan K. Davidson speaks at the Cooper Hewitt celebration of seventy years of the J.M. Kaplan Fund and her ninetieth birthday. CREDIT: THE J.M. KAPLAN FUND








Manhattan borough president Gale Brewer thanked Joan on behalf of millions of unknowing New Yorkers. Kent Barwick—former head of the MAS, former chairman of the Landmarks Preservation Commission under Mayor Edward I. Koch, and longtime friend of Joan’s who worked with her at the New York State Council on the Arts and on the 2008 Quadricentennial Commission—noted, “Thinking of all those good campaigns and occasional hopeless causes over many years, Joan always made it fun. . . . But when there’s work to be done, when there are plots to be thickened, when there are titans to be schmoozed, it’s good to know who can be counted on to bring us forward.”


Peter Davidson, chairman of the J.M. Kaplan Fund, spoke for the third Kaplan generation now in charge of the Fund, noting that a fourth generation was “coming of age.” He put the Fund in an interesting historical perspective: “A century ago, NYC was the center of the foundation world. Almost all were family led and focused their grant making locally. Now very few family foundations remain here in NYC and even fewer focus locally. We are proud to be family led and proud to continue to fund in our hometown and hope to remain this way for generations to come!”


The Fund was not the richest or most prominent foundation, and it was not usually a big-bucks donor.1 However, it was often an early one, helping efforts get started and grow, mobilizing the civic energy to bring positive change, repairing past mistakes, or funding an innovative path. Everyone at the party could attest to that fact.


The Fund’s concerns under Joan’s leadership fell into three broad fields: historic preservation—from Gracie Mansion to humble beach cottages—protection of neighborhoods, and rescue of threatened properties; the environment, covering the protection of natural resources and conserving of open land; and culture and civil liberties, the arts, and freedom of expression—from legal support for risky things, to backing the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), to the publication of books. Combined, those efforts transformed New York City and beyond for more than half a century. The work of Joan and the Fund reflects the swiftly changing character of New York and reveals new insights about and understanding of the city and state’s history. That is the story of this book.


2















1



PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE


The year was 1959. Carnegie Hall, by then standing for nearly seventy years, was scheduled for demolition. Less than ten blocks to the northwest, Lincoln Center was under construction, the brainchild of Robert Moses and John D. Rockefeller III. The New York Philharmonic had announced plans to move to Lincoln Center from Carnegie, into a venue named for the group: Philharmonic Hall.1 Until then, the internationally acclaimed orchestra had rented Carnegie Hall, filling its stage for the bulk of the year. The orchestra could have purchased the historic home it revered, but the lure of a concert hall with its name on it was persuasive enough to make the new Lincoln Center the orchestra’s permanent home. Decades later, in 2004, frustrated by the inferior acoustics of Philharmonic Hall, the orchestra announced it was moving back to Carnegie. For unknown reasons, that never happened.
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The office tower proposed as replacement for Carnegie Hall in 1960 was called the “Red Menace.”


CREDIT: MEREDITH CORP.








Carnegie, with its unrivaled acoustics, has long been considered one of the most prestigious performance venues in the world for both classical and popular music. The soft brown masonry building with terra-cotta and brownstone details, designed by William Burnet Tuthill, was built by steel magnate and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie and sold to real estate developer Robert Simon in 1925. Simon wanted the West 57th Street hall to remain a performance venue, but in 1959, with its major tenant planning to leave for new quarters and not enough other performing companies filling the stage, Carnegie Hall did not seem to have a bright future. Lincoln Center was rapidly emerging as a rival, and competition with it would be formidable. Thus, Carnegie Hall was sold to a new developer who planned to demolish it to build a forty-story, bright-red skyscraper. World famous violinist and conductor Isaac Stern called it the “Red Menace.”2 Stern, with both the financial and political backing of Jacob M. Kaplan, best known for successfully growing the Welch’s grape juice company and establishing the J.M. Kaplan Fund, led the successful battle to save Carnegie Hall. It is the earliest and perhaps most famous rescue that would not have occurred without the J.M. Kaplan Fund. Scores of other battles with great impact would follow.


The successful campaign to save Carnegie Hall—a story that will be told in this book—was an early and significant victory at a time of many struggles over the future of New York City. At this time, Robert Moses’s slum clearance was in full swing. The head of twelve public agencies—including highways, slum clearance, and parks—Moses was at the height of his power, erasing, rebuilding, or undermining much of the city from end to end.3 On the Upper West Side alone, blocks and blocks of brownstones, apartment houses, loft buildings, and small businesses were lost to the Moses bulldozer. The rescue of Carnegie Hall more than a half century ago is forgotten by many and unknown to many more. Yet, this eleventh-hour save set the stage for similarly high-impact conflicts involving historic buildings, public spaces, cultural programs, highways, and environmental challenges that unfolded over the following years. Much had been torn down. The city was hurting; repairs were called for. New innovative efforts of all kinds emerged to help renew the city’s strength and add to its wealth of physical attractions and cultural appeal. These programs were funded in many different ways.


This book is about an activist philanthropy, the J.M. Kaplan Fund, that moved beyond grant giving and invested in some unknown but innovative individuals—those who had good ideas and a certain something of character but maybe only a slim track record. This activist philanthropy had leaders who trusted their instincts and offered their hands-on advice, connections, and funding. No elaborate studies or extensive paperwork were asked for, just a creative idea, even if risky, and the commitment to see it through.4


In so many ways, the Fund instigated, nourished, expanded, and funded efforts that repaired and transformed New York City. The Fund’s impact can be found in the New School, Westbeth, the Public Theater, the Cooper Hewitt Museum, the MAS, and the American Federation of Arts. It was present in fights over the Westway and Save the Theaters. Its mark can be seen on many landmarks, like South Street Seaport and Sailors’ Snug Harbor, and on the Greenmarkets and the Coalition for the Homeless. It was involved in the protection of open space from development, the creation of vest-pocket parks, advancing the historic preservation movement, and many other initiatives. Up along the Hudson Valley, there were legal battles to protect the river and stimulate the early environmental movement, preservation efforts to save built heritage, land acquisition policies to protect the New York City watershed and create roadblocks to out-of-control sprawl, and new organizations to improve multiple aspects of Hudson Valley life and culture. By the late 1950s and early ’60s, the aftermath of the urban renewal demolition derby was evident all over the city. New York was hurting, but an uncounted number of people cared enough to fight the bulldozer and find creative ways to push back and move forward at the same time. Their stories are presented here. The J.M. Kaplan Fund stood up and backed their cause.


There have been many extraordinary New York City philanthropies that have been a force for positive change. Many still are. But the legacy of the J.M. Kaplan Fund is unique: a small, family-run, well-informed activist organization with a big impact. Sometimes the Fund was the first supporter of a project, sometimes just an early one, but its funding was always pivotal. The distinguishing Kaplan trademark was not just providing funding, but embracing a roll-up-the-sleeves activism that became visible over many years of activity. First it was Jacob M. Kaplan’s hands-on involvement, and then that of his eldest child, Joan Davidson, who succeeded him as president. There were also activist efforts from the Fund’s small staff: Raymond S. Rubinow, Suzanne Davis, Anthony “Tony” C. Wood, and Henry Ng.


Through its work, the J.M. Kaplan Fund changed New York City and, in a more modest but similarly significant way, New York State. In focusing on the story of the Fund, this book will put city and state history in perspective, recalling events and people that have been easily forgotten—a mini history of postwar New York’s physical and cultural change. Collectively, these controversies and civic efforts shaped today’s city and state. While there are always scores of players involved in any civic story, one foundation, the J.M. Kaplan Fund, was consistently at the center of them all. Today’s New York City cannot be fully understood or appreciated without knowing these stories. Recalling what unfolded in the past provides a useful perspective for the challenges of the present.


THE CITY THEN


It is difficult today to fully comprehend the dramatic change that New York City underwent in the mid-twentieth century. Park Avenue north of Grand Central Station was being transformed with new office towers in the International Style. Sixth Avenue would follow and be renamed the Avenue of the Americas. The public focus was on the new. All over the city, historic buildings and sites were destroyed. Urban renewal, the federal program to rebuild cities in a newly planned way, was in full swing.5


Robert Caro’s Pulitzer Prize–winning The Power Broker definitively outlines the extraordinary impact Moses had on the city and state. Caro notes, “Most cities approached urban renewal with caution. But in New York City, urban renewal was directed by Robert Moses. By 1957, $133,000,000 of public monies had been expended on urban renewal in all the cities of the United States with the exception of New York; $267,000,000 had been spent in New York.”6


At the time, intelligent people had good reason to think that NYC was doomed, and that making it more accessible to suburbia (and cars) and easier and safer as a venue for nighttime entertainment (via Lincoln Center) was the way to save it. For the most part, people accepted the notion, promoted by both federal programs and Madison Avenue ads, that cities were finished and suburbs, with their automobile-enabled lifestyle, were the future.7


The bulldozer worked overtime in cities across the nation. Neighborhoods were wiped out in a modernization effort whose scale is unimaginable today. New residential towers, some for the poor and some for the middle class, were under construction seemingly everywhere. De-densification, the purposeful thinning out of the population, was not what it was called in those days, but that was the end result. The public housing and middle-income “towers in the park” never replaced the number of residential apartments that had been torn down, the blocks and blocks of tightly packed buildings that included apartment houses, row houses, stores, small manufacturing buildings, and institutions like schools. None of the manufacturers or small businesses were replaced. This pattern played out in cities nationwide. Density was lost wherever these blocks were erased. As Jane Jacobs pointed out in The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Stuyvesant Town—with 125 dwellings per net acre, or 25 percent ground coverage—was a lower density than compact Greenwich Village, which had almost total ground coverage.


The World War II years had seen urban needs postponed. Resources had been directed away from cities and toward the war effort. When funding was available again, it was sent to the suburbs. The federal urban renewal program, in the two decades after World War II, demolished 404,000 low- and middle-income urban units, replacing them with only 41,580 units for the same population.8 In New York City, Caro explains, “the housing [Moses] built to replace the housing he tore down was, to an overwhelming extent, not housing for the poor, but for the rich.”9


A significant portion of the densely built and highly centralized heart of urban America was destroyed during these years, causing huge social and economic disruptions in whole regions, which fed the decline of cities. Many of the resulting holes in the economic, social, and physical urban fabric remain.10 Throughout this process, projects and policies feeding the decline of cities were cloaked in the guise of noble intentions.


The 1970s proved to be no better, following on the heels of the urban riots of the ’60s. As Clyde Haberman writes in a 2017 New York Times Editorial Observer column about a movie theater’s screening of a series of films from the decade:




The ’70s was the decade of the serial killer Son of Sam and of a nightmarish 1977 power blackout that led to widespread looting and vandalism. They were the “Bronx is burning” years. The municipal treasury was broke. City workers—garbage collectors, hospital workers, police officers—went on strike, heedless that it made them lawbreakers. Systemic police corruption abounded: Think “Serpico.” Crime soared, with 62 percent more murders (1,814 in 1980) than there had been at the decade’s start (1,117 in 1970). Some Fortune 500 companies relocated to other parts of the country. Broadway theaters moved up the evening curtain by an hour so that playgoers could get out of Times Square before the muggers took over.11





The physical city was going through a radical transformation as well. New York neighborhoods featuring combinations of brownstones, small tenements, and modest-scale apartment houses mixed in with small businesses, small factories, schools, and churches were being replaced with high-rise buildings—residential only—surrounded by lawns enclosed by fences and signs reading “Keep off the grass.” Many of the lost structures were of incomparable architectural beauty; most were just of solid construction and useful for their residential, industrial, or institutional occupant. Few people realized that the new number of residential units was less than what was being lost. “[Moses] had built more housing than any public official in history, but the city was starved for housing, more starved, if possible, than when he started building,” notes Caro, to the disbelief of many.12 Furthermore, few of the factories and storefronts were being replaced at all, as many of those businesses left the city for good. The focus was on modernity, cleaning up the neglected and run-down city, and, worst of all, separating uses.13


In postwar America, everything new was the coin of the realm. New suburbs, new highways, new cars, new dishwashers, new fashions, new cities. Nowhere was this urban vision more evident than on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, where the biggest and most pathbreaking of all urban renewal projects was constructed: Lincoln Center.14
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Lincoln Center in 1969, shortly after completion
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Planned since the 1950s under the leadership of John D. Rockefeller III and Robert Moses, the self-contained Lincoln Center was underway, slowly but surely, overseen by the Committee on Slum Clearance of the City of New York, of which Moses was the head. Rockefeller’s leadership position in the city’s business and arts community guaranteed critical public support.15 As the New York Times notes in a piece marking the fiftieth season of the Metropolitan Opera, “There was the sheer scope of the artistic megaproject that was the Met and Lincoln Center, muscled through by mid-20th-century power brokers, including Robert Moses and John D. Rockefeller III, who wanted an American cultural acropolis.”16 Rockefeller was made the inaugural president of Lincoln Center in 1956 and became its chairman in 1961.


The 16.3-acre complex is the first known cultural mall of its kind in the country. It brought together—in one street-less place, imposed on and separate from the urban grid—a mix of arts and educational institutions: music, ballet, opera, theater, a library, a law school, and a performing arts school. It had a national impact, changing the way cities developed or redeveloped their cultural institutions. Other metropolises would follow the pattern, creating a one-stop cultural island, a separate enclave for assorted arts institutions. Previously, these institutions had been located on their own sites in different areas—becoming neighborhood anchors, as Carnegie Hall was—but this old pattern was considered an anachronism. Better that these institutions be developed in close proximity to each other and be easily accessible to car-driving visitors, the new thinking went.


It is difficult to be critical of Lincoln Center’s physical form without people assuming the criticism is also directed at the cultural content. The content—the theater, opera, ballet, concerts, and outdoor life—is of the highest quality and deservedly loved and admired.17 But form and content are two very different things, too often confused as being one and the same.


Lincoln Center embodied a misguided formula for reviving struggling downtowns across America and seeking new ways to compete with the suburbs. Automobile friendly and effectively cut off from the supposedly dangerous city, Lincoln Center was meant to appeal to fearful suburbanites and local residents. This was early in the trend of cities trying to compete with the suburbs by becoming car centric. Individually, the separate buildings were the epitome of the new architectural trend of modernism. In the immediate years after Lincoln Center opened, people went there and then drove directly home, having no positive impact on the surrounding neighborhood.


In the late 1960s and ’70s, the West Side began its own organic regeneration, as urban pioneers restored blighted brownstones, and restaurants and new stores opened in the area further north. Only after the neighborhood began its comeback did Lincoln Center–goers venture beyond its borders. Mistakenly, Lincoln Center is credited with the turnaround of the Upper West Side, but since that change was happening in other historic, decidedly urban neighborhoods in New York—and in cities around the country—it is difficult to attribute the slow rebirth to Lincoln Center.18


The social and financial impact of the serial relocation of families from one urban renewal site to another can never be measured statistically, but it is something that should always be kept in mind when focusing on this era, or even more recent periods of massive displacement.19 Few remember, if they were ever aware, that Lincoln Center displaced 1,647 families and 383 businesses in 188 buildings.20 The human cost of this widespread clearance is rarely recognized. Elizabeth Yeampierre, a Brooklyn lawyer and citywide leader of the city’s environmental justice movement, recalls:
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Thousands of San Juan Hill’s residential and commercial buildings were destroyed to make way for Lincoln Center.
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My family lived on the Upper West Side, in a blue-collar community. We had a family infrastructure that made it possible for the women in my family to work, for the children to be cared for, and although we were not wealthy by any means, we were doing okay. When we were displaced, we became “roadkill” in Robert Moses’ vision. Our family was scattered to the Bronx to Queens and throughout Manhattan. I went to five schools in eight years, and, in my family, some people went on to be drug addicts and some women went on public assistance. The entire fabric of my family was destroyed as a result of that displacement.21





Several areas of this Upper West Side neighborhood were leveled. Considered blighted and ostensibly at the end of their useful life, many of the elegant brownstones and small apartment houses that were demolished were no different from the buildings commanding extraordinary sums today, whether on the Upper West Side or in other neighborhoods all over the city. Many survivors have been lovingly restored more than once since those years when they were considered beyond redemption. The past recedes from memory all too quickly. We are accustomed to accepting change in the name of progress without taking a questioning look backward. Worship of the new preempted everything during these pivotal postwar decades.
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The demolition of blocks of West Side buildings to make way for Lincoln Center was postponed for the filming of West Side Story.
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PROGRESSIVE PROJECTS RENEW THE CITY


Thus, it is necessary to recognize the degree of urban destruction unfolding in New York after World War II to fully appreciate the energy and devotion demonstrated by a wide array of tenacious civic activists. The J.M. Kaplan Fund’s support was clear in many of these rescue efforts, not just the groups fighting against neighborhood clearance. The Fund supported grassroots groups working to rebuild and address the poverty and wretched housing conditions at the root of so much urban decay, such as the Cooper Square Committee, led by the indomitable Frances Goldin, which organized to stop a Robert Moses clearance plan and instead established a mutual housing association with twenty-two buildings that stabilized its East Village neighborhood.


J.M. Kaplan’s experience growing up in slums of Chelsea, Massachusetts, (see Chapter 2) clearly influenced his belief in decent, affordable housing and public parks as human rights. In the late 1950s, he heard a young social worker offer new ideas about addressing youthful crime and poverty on the Lower East Side at a benefit dinner of the Henry Street Settlement, where J.M.’s wife, Alice, served on the board. He liked what he heard and suggested a program, overseen by the Henry Street Settlement, that evolved into the much-admired Mobilization for Youth (MFY). MFY gained the support of many foundations and became the model for a substantial national, federally subsidized anti-poverty program aimed at youth.


These were the early days of community-led anti-poverty efforts. Social justice issues were all over the J.M. Kaplan Fund’s grant making, including support for United Neighborhood Houses, Grand Street Settlement, Hudson Guild Neighborhood House, Freedom House, and Citizens Housing and Planning Council (led by Ira Robbins, a personal friend of Kaplan’s). “The ’60s saw a proliferation of youth gangs and a growing awareness of poverty,” recalled architect and planner Ron Shiffman, an early leader in these efforts as founding director of the Pratt Center for Community Development, in an interview. “This, coupled with the emerging civil rights movement, led a select number of foundations to fund innovative approaches to addressing urban, racial and community development issues. Ford, Kaplan, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Astor were leaders in that effort,” Shiffman added.


Over the years, a handful of individuals shaped and administered the Fund’s aims and grants, including Joan Davidson. In the early 1960s, Joan was living in Oregon and then Alaska and raising four children. She was involved in national Democratic Party politics with her husband, C. Girard Davidson. A native of Lafayette, Louisiana, Davidson was a lawyer and former undersecretary of the interior from 1946 to 1950 in the Harry S. Truman and Lyndon B. Johnson administrations. He had been the divorced father of one of Joan’s third-grade pupils when she was a teacher at the Georgetown Day School.


Joan had long exhibited the same deep interest in the arts that her mother, Alice, had displayed. In the early ’60s, from afar and with periodic NYC visits, Joan was already involved in Fund work. By 1967, she was separated from her husband and ready to return from the Northwest to New York permanently. J.M. appointed her vice president of the Fund and she dug in.


Before Joan came on board in a big way, the Fund’s chief staff member and activist about town was handsome, elegant Ray Rubinow. Hired by J.M. in 1955, Rubinow was a born troubleshooter and happy lieutenant for J.M.’s causes. Rubinow was born in Palestine to social-justice-minded parents; his father was a doctor working on behalf of the poor. The family left when Rubinow was young, and he led a peripatetic life through college. In the 1930s, he described himself by the then-new term “philanthropoid,” working for the Julius Rosenwald Fund in Chicago, a pathbreaking socially concerned foundation endowed by the part owner and leader of Sears, Roebuck and Company. In Chicago, Rubinow was also a leader of the League for Industrial Democracy.


From there, he moved to New York and got involved in Reform Democratic politics and met J.M. Kaplan. “JM was both an FDR fan and critic and also an admirer of Governor Herbert Lehman. He wrote letters to his favorite Supreme Court justices about injustices as he saw them,” said Joan. Rubinow’s and J.M.’s interests meshed perfectly, and J.M.’s vast political connections were always helpful in Rubinow’s activities. As a team, they were strategic and politically skillful.


Tony Wood—whose book Preserving New York: Winning the Right to Protect a City’s Landmarks is the definitive history of the New York City Landmarks Law—worked at the J.M. Kaplan Fund from 1986 to 1993. He said of Rubinow, “J.M. was a wily strategist. He hired and invested in Ray, who served as both his ‘research and development department’ and ‘SWAT team activist.’ He let him loose where necessary.”


Joan added, “Ray went to all the community board meetings and was famous for frequently raising his hand, crying, ‘Query, query!’ He knew everything that was going on.”


Kent Barwick noted in conversation that Rubinow was a similar attention-getter at huge Fund meetings. “It was an old union-hall trick,” Barwick said with a laugh. “He would stand in the back and call, ‘Query,’ getting everyone’s attention.”


Suzanne Davis was hired to be Rubinow’s assistant and noted that he was often “out saving the world”—as we will see later in Chapter 7, regarding the Fund’s involvement in the early environmental movement. While he was out of the office, Davis recalled, “he left me to run the foundation and taught me to become a philanthropoid too, because I—who started as his assistant and knew nothing about the nonprofit world—gradually took over the administration.” Rubinow was a great admirer of Rachel Carson and Jane Jacobs and an inveterate writer of letters of advice to US presidents. “I never saw any responses,” Davis added.


The landmarks preservation movement in New York didn’t fully evolve until the 1970s, but the Fund’s efforts certainly helped plant the seeds for its eventual success. While the Carnegie Hall fight was focused more on culture than architecture, the Fund succeeded in preserving both. That rescue effort actually started with a connection to the New School. In the mid-1950s, J.M. began his decades of generous support for the university, long considered an important center of New York City intellectual life. Founded during World War I by a group of European refugees, the New School for Social Research, as it was first known, struggled financially for decades. J.M. began supporting it in 1957, modestly at first but with increasing commitment. For a long time, he served as chairman of the university’s board. The New School grew in intellectual, educational, and political importance but always seemed to struggle financially. Eventually, J.M. and another board member, New York philanthropist Albert A. List, became the primary funders. Together, they put the school on solid financial footing and led a fundraising campaign that added two buildings, both of which are named after Kaplan and List.
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J.M. Kaplan talking to Alvin Johnson, longtime president of the New School, and Albert A. List (L).
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Primarily because of Alice Kaplan’s deep love of classical music, the Fund supported many music programs at the New School over the years, including the university’s affordable chamber music concert series and the young audiences series in the city’s public schools.22 Violinist Alexander Schneider was the founding artistic director of the concert program, and he and the Kaplans became fast friends. Celebrated violinist Isaac Stern and Schneider were already longtime friends. Schneider introduced Stern to the Kaplans, and they also “instantly became friends,” Stern recalled in an interview.23


SAVING CARNEGIE HALL


In 1959, after numerous public demonstrations protesting the planned demise of Carnegie Hall and a grassroots rescue effort, Stern decided to get in front and lead the cause. Isaac and Vera Stern immediately called on Alice and J.M. Kaplan. When Stern explained the issue, J.M. got closely involved. His immediate acceptance of the idea “is what made it possible to form the committee,” Stern told me. J.M. gave the first $25,000 to hire a coordinator, and he assigned Rubinow to act on his behalf. In January 1960, the Committee to Save Carnegie Hall was formed.


“Do you think my father cared about classical music?” Joan asked in an interview with me.




He probably had never set foot in Carnegie Hall. But he responded to Isaac. He got excited. He said absolutely I’m going to help you and he put Ray full-time on the Carnegie fight. He, my aging father himself, spent his days going up to Albany to lobby the Legislature and down to D.C. to lobby Senators. And I’m afraid he hasn’t gotten much acknowledgement for this, only a tiny nameplate in the Carnegie upstairs hall. That’s the way he was. Once he got exercised about an idea, in part because the right person had presented it, he went all out.24





This was no easy battle. “It seemed almost insurmountable,” Stern said, as soon as we began our conversation in his spacious apartment on Central Park West. “The Rockefellers were building Lincoln Center. The whole power structure was behind them—the business and financial communities, cultural leaders, politicians, and urban renewal officials. I went to the Rockefeller Foundation to suggest they include the purchase of Carnegie Hall as part of Lincoln Center. It could have been bought for a couple million dollars. I met with a young man named Dean Rusk [the president of the Rockefeller Foundation].25 He took it seriously and took it to his board. After considering it, they said no, they weren’t interested; they were building Lincoln Center.”


J.M. opened political doors for the rescue effort. Stern wrote letters to all the great musicians of the world. State legislation was proposed and passed by June 1960, enabling the city to buy Carnegie Hall and issue bonds to pay for it. “Governor [Nelson] Rockefeller wrote the most beautiful support letter for the legislation, despite the fact that his brother [John] was building Lincoln Center,” Stern noted with a sense of irony. “He recognized the validity of the reason for Carnegie Hall’s continuation.”


But most of the activity to secure bipartisan support was kept out of public view. “We quietly lobbied, I personally lobbied, each member of the city council,” Stern said. “The one who really helped was Mayor [Robert F.] Wagner.” In the spring, Stern and Wagner attended an ecumenical Passover seder, held on Central Park West, near Stern’s home. They left together. “I invited him up for a cold beer afterward,” Stern recalled, “saying I had something I wanted to talk about.” Wagner responded to Stern’s pitch immediately, telling him that he was “an honorary member of the musicians’ union and that he had gone to the children’s concerts with Damrosch.26 [Wagner] guided us, opened doors. . . . His help was incalculable. We went with our hat in hand to the council and lobbied each of the members. The establishment didn’t want it. There was an enormous real estate investment [at stake] here.” Nevertheless, the city legislation approved the designation of Carnegie Hall as a national historic landmark, a federal category, and stipulated the property could not be sold to a private developer. “There was a lot of pressure back and forth,” Stern said.


At some point, a meeting with the mayor was suggested in order to talk about financial matters, and “I said I would be glad to have that kind of meeting with two provisos: that I come to represent Carnegie Hall and Rockefeller come to represent Lincoln Center and that we have a press conference afterward,” Stern explained. “The meeting never took place. . . . The newspapers were on our side.” After considering it, Rockefeller had “backed out. I wanted to debate Rockefeller in public. No way could we match the enormous political and financial power. They didn’t want the death of Carnegie Hall on their backs” or to be known as “those who killed Carnegie Hall.”


There is no doubt, as Stern said, that this effort had “seemed insurmountable,” which is why J.M.’s involvement was so crucial. Stern said emphatically, “Without Jack Kaplan’s complete and utter devotion and money to back it, we couldn’t have organized [the bipartisan effort] to the extent that we did. . . . J.M. was all about keeping the artistic viability of the city for artists.”


In addition to challenging politicians and financiers, the struggle to save Carnegie Hall engaged members of New York’s philanthropic community. Brooke Astor, who in 1960 had become president of the Vincent Astor Foundation, was impressed by the tenacious leadership of Kaplan and Stern. Linda Gillies, longtime director of the Vincent Astor Foundation, recalled for me that “Mrs. Astor, who was passionate about preservation, often said that the successful Carnegie Hall effort taught her how philanthropy could play a key role in saving New York City’s precious historic resources.” Preservation became a priority for the foundation, Gillies adds, which over subsequent decades often collaborated with the J.M. Kaplan Fund.


Stern was the first president of Carnegie Hall and remained in that role until his death in 2001. For years, the hall ran financially close to the bone. Eventually, a new deal was struck for the city to buy the building for $5 million in 1960 and transfer it to the Carnegie Hall Corporation. In 1986, some of the biggest names in New York City philanthropy led a comprehensive restoration and expansion effort, including Brooke Astor, Sanford Weill, James Wolfensohn, Felix Rohatyn, and Elihu Rose. Carnegie Hall remains, to this day, the premier concert venue.


As Stern noted, “Carnegie Hall is not a building. It is a reflection of America. Every important musician, conductor and orchestra has performed there. That’s where you came to be judged as significant. It is synonymous with America’s place in the sun. It was then and is now synonymous with this country. . . . We were lucky that Philharmonic Hall came out so badly. It worked in our favor enormously. . . . Lincoln Center is enormous and has a lot there . . . but we had acoustics and history and you don’t earn that overnight.”


MORE THREATENED HERITAGE


Carnegie Hall was saved but, as noted, the ’60s was a period of unimaginable urban destruction. The 1910 beaux arts Pennsylvania Station—the majestic McKim, Mead & White masterpiece with the waiting room modeled after the Baths of Caracalla in Rome—saw its multiyear demolition begin in 1963, before the 1965 Landmarks Law. The save Penn Station effort was a failure that the Fund supported. A small committee picketed in front of the building, led by a group of caring architects, activists, and writers, including Rubinow and Richard Kaplan, J.M.’s son. Rubinow served on the committee and brought Kaplan resources with him, but to no avail. Architect Peter Samton remembered, “Ray brought the nonarchitects, like Jane Jacobs and [arts writer] Aline Saarinen” to the cause. “He also brought J.M.’s financial support.”


Even the newspapers editorialized about the plundering of the city’s heritage; something rarely seen since. Ada Louise Huxtable famously wrote in the New York Times, “Any city gets what it admires, will pay for, and ultimately, deserves. Even when we had Penn Station, we couldn’t afford to keep it clean. We want and deserve tin-can architecture in a tin-horn culture. And we will probably be judged not by the monuments we build but by those we have destroyed.”27


While the Landmarks Law was being considered in the city council, the elaborate French Renaissance Brokaw Mansion at 79th Street and Fifth Avenue went down. The 1883 Metropolitan Opera House at 39th and Broadway was demolished in 1967, after the Landmarks Preservation Commission declined to designate it. The 1908 Singer Building, the first skyscraper in the Financial District, also went down in 1967. And, of course, whole neighborhoods—with the architectural, cultural, and social touchstones of so many lives—fell under the bulldozer.


The principal mover behind the city’s dramatic physical change, as noted, was master builder Robert Moses, who was probably the city’s most polarizing figure. He is most favorably known for his 1920s creation of Jones Beach on the south shore of Long Island, but even it had highway overpasses too low for public buses to take carless people to the beach.28 Moses also built new parks and dramatically altered many existing ones around the city. But, as Robert Caro notes, “he built parks and playgrounds with a lavish hand, but they were parks and playgrounds for the rich and the comfortable. Recreational facilities for the poor he doled out like a miser.”29


THE LOWER MANHATTAN EXPRESSWAY


New Yorkers were also gearing up for a fight against Moses’s plan to put a road through Washington Square Park. For decades, Greenwich Village residents had tried unsuccessfully to stem the loss of historic buildings on the north and south sides of the park. Their activism was broad-based and successful only in staving off what increasingly seemed like the inevitable. Over time, all the historic buildings on the south side went down to make way for structures owned by New York University (NYU) and the Catholic Church.30 The one exception is the 1890 Judson Memorial Church, designed by Stanford White with stained glass by John La Farge and sculpture by Augustus Saint-Gaudens. On the north side, at Fifth Avenue, a white-brick apartment house replaced the incomparable 1840s Rhinelander houses and two red-brick and marble mansions with wrought-iron balconies designed by Richard Upjohn, architect of Trinity Church.


Tony Wood writes: “For the entire decade of the 1950s, Washington Square Park was a civic battleground. . . . The epic struggle would help create an energy and civic momentum that would contribute to the climate of activism essential to advancing the cause of preserving the Village.”31 This added to the broader momentum demanding a law to protect historic buildings.


Starting in the 1930s, several earlier Washington Square Park redesign plans had been spearheaded by Moses, but they had been either defeated, stalled, or modified by Greenwich Village activists. One Moses plan would have cut off the corners of the park and eliminated the fountain. But he fought hardest and longest for a road through the park—a plan revived in 1952—that would have eventually turned into an off-ramp for his planned Lower Manhattan Expressway. The new road would be named Fifth Avenue South, of great value to the developers who had secured the twelve square blocks south of the park, which had been cleared by Moses under urban renewal. The fight over the road through the park was bitter, a mere prelude to the battle over the expressway to come in the 1960s. (The expressway would have connected the Holland Tunnel to the Williamsburg Bridge. The two projects were linked, but Village residents didn’t know that at the time of the park fight.)


Two mothers—Shirley Hayes and Edith Lyons—sitting in the park playground with their kids, recognized how destructive the road plan was and determined to fight it. Over the course of several years and at different stages of the political approval process, they circulated petitions to stop the road development that gathered four thousand, ten thousand, and, one time, thirty-five thousand signatures (without social media). But the plan was advancing anyway and would soon reach the final stop at the Board of Estimate.


Enter Ray Rubinow, fresh from the successful Carnegie Hall rescue. With Hayes and Lyons’s blessing, he renamed their group the Joint Emergency Committee to Close Washington Square Park to Traffic, with a star-studded membership that included Eleanor Roosevelt, Jane Jacobs, Lewis Mumford, Norman Vincent Peale, Margaret Mead, and William H. Whyte, a friend of Jacobs’s whose book Organization Man had become a best seller.32 As Wood described it to me in an interview, “The civic equivalent of the marines had landed.”


Jacobs, a savvy strategist, collaborated with lawyer Norman Redlich to develop a political offense that worked. This is, in effect, why Jacobs has often been identified as the leader against Moses in this effort. She was very publicly visible but was always quick to give the real credit to Hayes and Lyons, as did Moses. At a public hearing in the 1950s about the road, at which both Jacobs and Moses were in attendance, Jacobs told me in conversation, Moses stomped out after, declaring, “There is nobody against this. Nobody. Nobody. Nobody but a bunch of mothers.”33


The committee was very crafty, asking for the park’s closure to traffic on a trial basis to see what would happen. “We knew it was perfectly safe to just ask for a trial basis,” Jacobs told me in an interview.34 “We knew that if the test were successful, it would become permanent. This was nothing radical really, just a chance to experiment a little. . . . They told us: ‘You will be back on your knees begging us to put the roadway back because of the inundation of traffic elsewhere.’ We didn’t believe that for a minute. We just said: ‘We’ll try it. This is an experiment.’” Traffic actually declined.35


The winning strategy reflected two ideas Jacobs often repeated as advice: always make sure that everything is done in the name of the larger group—in this case, the committee—and try to start with a “temporary experiment” that inevitably turns permanent. As Wood notes in his book, “After past disappointing compromises and a series of losses, the Village had finally won big.”


At a packed neighborhood meeting in 1958, notable housing advocate, author, and well-known Columbia professor Charles Abrams observed, “Rebellion is brewing in America. The American city is the battleground for the preservation of [economic and cultural] diversity and Greenwich Village should be its Bunker Hill.”


The Village battles, as well as equally energetic fights against Moses in Brooklyn Heights, fueled the preservation movement.36 But there were other singular preservation successes that Rubinow and J.M. achieved. One of the city’s, if not the country’s, unique historic sites, the 1833 Sailors’ Snug Harbor on Staten Island, was scheduled to be demolished in the early 1960s and redeveloped into high-rise structures. J.M. stepped in to help save it, not only funding most of the rescue effort but using his political connections to get the attention of elected officials. Originally the first home for retired merchant seamen, the eighty-three-acre complex has the remains of an extraordinary variety of historic architecture, including a rare row of five Greek temple–like buildings. Sailors’ Snug Harbor became one of the first designations by the new Landmarks Preservation Commission, formed in 1965. Its designation prompted an early challenge to the commission’s legal powers and was upheld. After its rescue, the site, considered one of New York’s crown jewels, was sold to the city and is currently a cultural and botanical institution.


SOUTH STREET SEAPORT


Even more significant for the city’s evolving preservation movement was the rescue of the South Street Seaport, a twelve-square-block site where New York evolved as a port city—a symbol of its critical role in the development of the country. The site features some of the oldest architecture in downtown Manhattan, including the largest concentration in the city of restored early nineteenth-century commercial buildings. In the mid-1960s, this, too, was scheduled for demolition, until Peter and Norma Stanford organized the effort to save it. Peter Stanford had been a student at Lincoln High School with Joan. Over a drink at the old Plaza Hotel’s Oak Bar, he shared with her the plight of this extraordinary remnant of nineteenth-century maritime activity, as well as his unhappiness in his ad agency job. She and J.M. provided a grant for Stanford to undertake the Seaport project and kiss his job goodbye. Joan had immediately understood the significance and brought the challenge to J.M. He shared her enthusiasm, and the South Street Seaport was launched.


Kent Barwick, then also a young advertising executive, was a volunteer at the Seaport and got to know Joan. In 1969, he became the head of the Municipal Art Society, the venerable civic organization focused on the city’s built environment, in part at the suggestion and urging of Joan and others. Barwick has remained committed to the South Street Seaport Museum through all of its subsequent ups and downs. “The preservation movement as a larger movement evolved out of the major battles of the ’60s, and the Seaport was the major battle of that time,” he told me in an interview. “Its political success brought together many individuals with architectural interests, and many of those involved became preservation activists. It was the first coming together of people who became preservation leaders and encouraged future battles.” Joan, as would be true in so many of her involvements from then on, was a critical funder, board member, and energetic participant. “There was a coherent connection among all those issues at that time,” Barwick added.


While the 1960s witnessed heavy demolition all over the city, the early preservationists focused primarily on Manhattan. An early committee of the MAS, working with the historic buildings committee of the local chapter of the American Institute of Architects (AIA), was quietly putting together a list of the most important buildings to be saved, and also working behind the scenes to persuade the administration of Mayor Robert Wagner to establish a landmarks preservation law.37


THE LANDMARKS LAW


Citywide civic organizations like the MAS and AIA local chapter continued to lobby vigorously to get City Planning Commission chair James Felt to deliver on his promise to address the issue of preservation once he had gotten his new zoning ordinance through the city council. Felt told them he was lobbying the mayor. At the same time, highly visible public discontent with Moses’s clearance projects in several areas was having an effect on the mayor. There were the West Side defenders of the playground in Central Park (including mothers with baby carriages blocking the bulldozer), the revelations of widespread slum-clearance abuses and scandal on the Upper West Side revealed in the New York Post, and the highway fighters and park defenders in Greenwich Village and Brooklyn Heights.


These events all prompted Mayor Wagner to do what he often did when confronted with a sizzling hot issue: appoint a committee. The committee formed in 1961 to study a possible law, and out of that came the Landmarks Law that eventually passed, in very weak form, in 1965.38 That first iteration only functioned for six months every three years and did not cover interiors, landscapes, or city-owned buildings. The commission wrote reports on the landmark qualification of city-owned property, but those reports were not made public, and if the commission designated a city-owned property it was not enforced.39 All that changed in 1973, when the city council, led by Councilman Carter Burden and aided significantly by the MAS under Kent Barwick’s leadership, amended and strengthened the law. The law was made to function full-time and to cover landscapes, interiors, and city-owned properties.40
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Demonstrators picket the planned demolition of Penn Station (L to R: Ray Rubinow of the J.M. Kaplan Fund, author Jane Jacobs, art critic Aline Saarinen, and architect Philip Johnson).


CREDIT: WALTER DARAN / GETTY IMAGES


The myth prevails that the loss of Penn Station led to the 1965 Landmarks Law. It did help fuel the long-growing public demand for legal protection for landmarks, but it was only the most egregious loss in a long line of losses. The real activity, the grassroots energy, actually came from dedicated activists. Rubinow could be counted on to lend both his time and access to J.M. Kaplan Fund money. Once the Landmarks Law was passed and the Landmarks Preservation Commission was established, it remained to the ever-expanding grassroots preservation groups around the city to be the vigilant protectors of the built environment, especially at times when the weakness of the commission was most apparent.
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