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To Suzanne, Who Brought Me Back





When asked to name his three favorite American cities,

Holly Whyte said,

“New York.

New York.

New York.”






Introduction

Snow again this morning—four inches, said the AccuWeather Forecast—after a foot and half last week. Snow across the hundred acres of broken boards, mounds of brick, bent pipe, and garbage around Charlotte Street and Boston Road. Snow edged the sills of burnt-out apartment buildings, dusted shards of glass and mattresses left behind. There’d been some 63,000 fires in the South Bronx in the last two years; little point in plowing.

Today, Valentine’s Day 1978, was officially “I Love New York” Day.

Jimmy Carter had visited these desolate blocks last October, made thin promises as photographers focused on a landscape hopeless as the moon. We’d given up on the moon by then, along with just about everything else. Saigon had fallen; Nixon had resigned. Three decades of economic expansion had ended with a thud. Factories were closing. A dollar bought half of what it did ten years before; the speed limit, to save gas, was now a poky 55. So as America’s big, bright, exceptional promise of eternal growth blew apart, Carter had offered up Charlotte Street as a ruin so apparently complete that the rest of the failing nation could say that at least they weren’t there.

At Southern Boulevard, 18 feet in the air, the #5 train emerged from behind a hollowed building, bubbly orange, green, red, and blue words—“Daze,” “Blade,” “Futura”—painted on its sides. Inside, it stunk of pot and piss; dense black scribbles over the windows and walls. Every stop along the way to Brooklyn, bundled riders winced at the graffiti, at the smell, at the parade of annoyance and threat that was daily life in New York circa 1978: track fires and dog shit, bad reception and cockroaches, that high-heeled lady upstairs with no rugs and the mugger around the next corner. “Hello from the gutters of N.Y.C.,” wrote serial killer Son of Sam to the Post, “which are filled with dog manure, vomit, stale wine, urine and blood.” In their camel hair coats, Frye boots, and shiny Yankees jackets, New Yorkers stepped over and through it all this “I Love New York” Day, shoved past mounds of uncollected garbage bags. Some 6.8 million people lived in New York City in 1978, down a million from ten years before; middle-class Blacks and Puerto Ricans had joined the White flight. Pocked with cracks and empty corners, old New York was coming apart in chunks. A dump truck fell through the West Side Highway. Famed exorcist Malachi Martin knew for a fact that demons hunted lost souls on the benches of Bryant Park. Few New Yorkers bothered with self-control. “People see it as bad,” one young man told the Times, “and they feel they can’t do anything about it. So they do their little bit to make it worse.” Public space was yours to use as you pleased—go ahead and toss your hot dog wrapper on the sidewalk, piss between parked cars. Keepers at the Children’s Zoo had stood by watching as a man molested one of their geese.

Then the change began. Over the next thirty-five years, three different New Yorks evolved in lurches; three very similar cities with much of the same DNA, but each bigger, faster, and sleeker than the one before, each one more merciless and beautiful. The Koch era was the Renaissance; after brutal Retrenchment came dazzling, greedy years that spiraled back down amid crack, AIDS, and a social gout of too much too fast. The next four years of David Dinkins left the city’s liberal traditions battered but laid the foundation for the safe streets and dotcom excess of Rudy Giuliani’s Reformation in the ’90s. After the planes hit on 9/11 and a brief state of grace, the shaky city handed itself over to technocratic, philanthropic billionaire Michael Bloomberg who wove City Hall into his personal empire, reimagining New York to look very much like him: visionary and strategic, driven by data and good taste, rich beyond measure, and fatally detached from those it left behind.

By New Year’s Eve 2013, when Bloomberg delivered his good-bye atop a desk in City Hall, New York had experienced the most dramatic peacetime transformation of a city since Haussmann rebuilt Paris, greener and safer than it had ever been, from Bryant Park’s lawn and the blocks of tidy homes across the South Bronx to the million-dollar brownstones in Bed-Stuy. Rumpelmayer’s and Billy’s Topless were gone, along with CBGB, subway graffiti, and that dog shit on the sidewalk. Good luck finding a place to smoke. The murder rate had dropped to a then all-time low of 333. Entire neighborhoods had been culturally, racially, economically, and physically remade; bedraggled Williamsburg was hip, Sunset Park burst with Fuzhou Chinese. Altogether some 3.6 million immigrants had come through since 1978, and 1.5 million—the entire population of Philadelphia—stayed. City Hall was solvent.

But the city of our memories, that thrilling cesspool where anything could happen, site of secret rituals officiated by Santera priests, home of dowagers on Beekman Place, refuge from everything straight and common—that city seemed to have slipped under a sea of gold. The rich were no longer rich; they were imperial. Chain stores devoured mom and pops. Camp had been domesticated; rage, sex, and high art defanged, rents out of reach, the NYPD an army. Hip Hop was mainstream, but the Twin Towers were nowhere to be found. Depending on your mood, your age, your bank account, New York was now horrifying, or wonderful, and even that changed day-to-day, moment-to-moment.

That was the fall of 2013, when I started this book, angry at the closing of Big Nick’s, a pretty lousy burger place and longtime symbol of the free-for-all character of the Upper West Side I’d moved to back in 1980. The election of progressive Bill de Blasio had surely signaled the end of an era; it was time, I thought, to sort through the facts of those years and get to the bottom of this slimy feeling I had that while so much had gone right in New York, way too much had gone wrong. Everyone had their opinions about what had happened: Some saw only villains and victims, used terms like Neoliberalism, Quality of Life, Broken Windows, and Gentrification with little sense of their original meanings, context, or applications; others told rose-colored stories about Giuliani’s cops cleaning up Dodge and Bloomberg’s enlightened reign, ignoring the profound damage done to the city and its people. Either way, four complex decades were reduced to a morality play. I wanted to get down to the actual ideas, policies, and technologies behind it all. What was the process? Who were the people?

As I researched and wrote over the next seven years, some things about the city and the world changed in remarkable ways—Donald Trump, for example, whom I’d originally seen as a bit of side comedy occasionally bursting in the door with a wacky catchphrase, became president of the United States. In other ways, the city stayed tragically the same.

Then, in a matter of days Covid-19 thrust New York back to the dark, empty streets of our memories, but this time no one was allowed to wander them. A city fueled by the energy of density, the pressure, the motion, the countless daily face-to-face interactions was suddenly frozen, and we sat helplessly listening to the sirens that never stopped. Some 17,000 New Yorkers died over three months, six times as many as died on 9/11. Hundreds of thousands lost their jobs. And then a White woman in the Central Park Ramble threatened to call the police on an African American birdwatcher, George Floyd was murdered by cops in Minneapolis, and the streets of New York burst into violent protest along with other American cities.

We no longer have the luxury of dogma, assumptions, and unexamined opinions about New York, not from any side of the many divides that separate us in this city. A fourth evolution of New York is clearly imminent; economics, public health, and social justice demand it. And that makes it crucial to learn the practical lessons of its earlier transformations. Covid has revealed cities, as nothing ever has, to be organisms built of countless intricate networks that exist to facilitate human exchange; their general health, maintenance, and momentum, their need to stay afloat through whatever hits them, transcends politics and sometimes, sadly, individual need. For us to learn anything from how New York became at once kinder and meaner, richer and poorer, more like America and less like what it had always been, we need a fine-grained look at how New Yorkers, public and private, created new methods of urban living that together saved the city, then in too many places overwhelmed it. We must confront the bitter fact that the things that brought New York back—connection, proximity, density—are exactly what sent Covid-19 burning through its streets, that too much that was objectively “good” depended on casting off, pushing aside, building upon, chewing up, and spitting out New Yorkers simply trying to make their own lives. And we must understand that the greatest challenge we will face is one that New York failed badly in its last three evolutions: the cure can’t be worse than the disease.

Seven main themes weave through this book and point to the future: how City Hall made an ungovernable city governable; how the one Great Conversation of New York culture broke apart; how AIDS transformed Gay New York and the city as a whole; how the built landscape and public space were fundamental to new growth and community while also creating inequality and new forms of control; how millions of immigrants stabilized and globalized the city even as its People of Color confronted diminished power, dislocation, and brutality; the impact of technology on nearly every aspect of life in New York; and finally, the rise of Brooklyn as an expansion of the city’s consciousness of itself.

All these themes hang on the deeper structures of how people connect in cities. New York’s passage through Renaissance, Reformation, and Reimagination was really a shift from mass society to networks. Until the ’70s, political scientists described New York as a game played by all its interests with City Hall as the referee. But as Information took over from Industry, the collective world of unions, borough machines, the archdiocese, and even the Mob gradually gave way to one of individuals who define themselves primarily by the networks they belong to. The gameboard became what I imagine as a galaxy of 8 ½ million lives connected to each other in ways beyond counting: those with the most connections—and therefore the most access to favors, advice, job tips, and string pulling—shone the brightest, and the reconnection and reorganization of New Yorkers sent new tastes, ideas, resources, and behaviors coursing through every borough, unleashing financial, human, and social capital. Like a giant brain, the more connections, the more synapses firing, the higher functioning New York became. Those without wide connections, or with none at all, were left behind.

But social capital isn’t an unqualified good; a street gang can produce just as much as a congregation, and the same kinds of connections that catalyzed the response to AIDS and spread Hip Hop also produced toxic levels of social capital in Wall Street, Nouvelle Society, and post-gentrification PTAs, until, by the end of the Bloomberg years, New York was one vast web of business, government, philanthropy, and culture that exemplified the best and worst of a networked world. “[T]he larger the web gets,” writes historian William McNeill, “the more wealth, power, and inequality its participating populations exhibit.” And the more vulnerable it is to any sort of contagion, including a very nonmetaphorical virus.

The energy released by all this breaking and building of new connections, the movement between Order and Disorder, is the catalyst of urban life, the human fission that fuels a city. Though much visible effort goes into preserving Order, cities, especially democratic capitalist ones, thrive on the energies and possibilities of toggling back and forth, so how New York manages and manipulates Order and Disorder explains much of what happens during these years. Deregulation of markets, for example, creates profits by creating Disorder to speculate on; the Mob made money by enforcing Order on the Disorder of places like the Garment District and Fulton Fish Market. Hip Hop came to life out of Disorder and then became an Orderly thing, while Koch’s Housing Initiative helped create Order in neighborhoods. The most familiar example—enforcing Order in the streets and parks—touches the troubling knot at the core of the city’s transformation: Using Order to facilitate exchange between people wasn’t the same as using it to enforce oppressive, if familiar, norms about sex, race, and class. And a city without Disorder, or at least public Disorder, is barely a city at all.

That brings us to Who. Over these thirty-five years, the greatest changes were the work of New Yorkers obsessed in their own individual ways with fixing, changing, building, saving, serving the city more than their political party, social ties, or corporate affiliation. Even when it was a fig leaf for their own agendas, you still find possibility, identity, history, justice, and a sense of Home—a search for actual results, not just votes or dollars. Elizabeth Barlow Rogers was obsessed with Central Park, just as Marcy Benstock was obsessed with stopping Westway, Larry Kramer was obsessed with fighting AIDS, Jack Maple was obsessed with crime, and Reverend Johnny Ray Youngblood was obsessed with affordable housing. Everyday New Yorkers rebuilt communities by rebuilding their connections to government and to each other. What happened in these years didn’t just happen to New York; its people had agency. Not all the time and not nearly enough, but when people connected in practical, humane ways, when they participated in urban life, sometimes—many times—they found sweet spots that balanced the networks of power and money, that made us love the place even as we hated what it was becoming. Instead of standing by and watching Jane Jacobs’s street ballet, they jumped in and danced. New Yorkers rediscovered trust which, deserved or not, offered hope even as they despaired at what was lost. The greatest lesson of these thirty-five years is that keeping a city fertile demands the active, daily participation of its citizens.

I’ve chosen words like transformation and evolution quite consciously, because neither failure nor triumph fully describes these years. Along with the potential for contagion, what left New York vulnerable at their end was that too many good ideas, practical strategies, and necessary temporary measures became permanent, inflexible policies applied to a place in constant flux. The gentle urbanism that taught New Yorkers how to responsibly share public space was turned into a means of controlling them; proactive policing made heroes out of the NYPD, until it became in many places an occupying army. The Jane Jacobs–style gentrification that revived the taste for urban living turned life in New York into a consumer good. The list, as we’ll see, goes on, into the Arts and Media, Wall Street, and our neighborhoods. No one knew when to say “When.” Or wanted to even when they did. At the same time, some basic services that everyone relies on were taken for granted or outright ignored; increasing cultural diversity did not add up to enough practical change. The result was a city flush with cash and full of poor people, diverse but deeply segregated, hopeful yet worryingly hollow underneath the shiny surface. A city wide open to a virus that would not only exploit poverty and density, but also the very thing that makes New York great—its vast web of human contact.

As it tries to balance its wild heart with the realities of public health, its need for public safety with our inalienable civil rights, the New York ahead will confront the same issues it confronted between Koch and Bloomberg. The fight over public space will illuminate new kinds of inequality and privilege based on age and health along with wealth, class, and race. In the name of health and security, new methods of control will be deployed against New Yorkers and their behaviors. Technology will play a key role, from the virtual workplace to vaccines to methods of surveillance and monitoring that will extend beyond the annoyance of the security desks that appeared with the fatwa against Salman Rushdie. An immense amount of reason and soft logic will be needed to keep digital solutions from sharpening themselves into the tools of authoritarianism and a random sniffle from being accorded the same fear and distrust as a terrorist act.

More than ever, balancing public and private, inside and out, me and we, will be central tensions of New York, and if we intend to hand a peaceful, prosperous, and generative city to our children, then we must all play active roles in its next evolution and consciously participate in civil life beyond work, shopping, and leisure. We will have to rethink our networks; our own personal networks—who’s in them and what are they connected to—but also carefully and inclusively rebuild collective powers to confront the ones that have torn us apart, ones that can guarantee everyone access to basic resources like health care, housing, and justice. Everyone must be able to walk the streets of New York without worrying about being assaulted by a gang member or a cop. We will have to be constantly aware of race, gender, and class in ways and places that are new and often uncomfortable, but always with the understanding that we remain connected by the potential to be fully human, a potential we’re offered the unique opportunity to realize every day by how we live in our city.

On February 14, 1978, New Yorkers peered out at a snowstorm and a very uncertain future for their city. We know where it ended up, for better and worse. The years in between are not just a period to get past. Many great and valuable things took place during them along with many terrible ones, and they are all teachers. The next New York will be built on the lessons we learn—or fail to learn—from the previous three.






I. Renaissance






Chapter One “I Love New York” Day


Standing alone, bald, and surprisingly tall, Ed Koch watched the snow fall through the windows of Tavern on the Green while the guests filed in for Hugh Carey’s “I Love New York” Day lunch. Only six weeks into his term and the City had already spent twice the year’s budget for snow plowing.

He’d been born in the Bronx, around the corner from Charlotte Street, back when garmentos were escaping from the Lower East Side. The kids who grew up in Crotona fought at Anzio and Guadalcanal, then came home for a few years of City College before making their own escape to the suburbs. As the shops along Jennings Street closed, torahs given to new congregations, Robert Moses gouged the Cross Bronx Expressway through the borough’s gut, pushing more Whites out to Co-op City. Black and Puerto Rican families moved into their apartments, so the landlords let the broken windows stay broken. Then the drugs hit, along with the fires started by owners to collect insurance, by bored kids and worried fathers who knew that fire victims got preference for the projects, until history was consumed and it all became just “the South Bronx.” Services were pulled back until all that was left were the sirens of Engine 82 and Ladder 31, up to 150 times a day. Koch wasn’t from a place as much as a time passed.

These days New Yorkers were rustling through closets in search of their own lost times: Depression-era Annie filled the Alvin Theatre; the Manhattan Transfer and film noir retrospectives; Bette Midler in her peep-toed pumps; anything that reached back to the mythic New York that had died in 1975 when the City had nearly gone bust. London and Chicago had great fires, San Francisco an earthquake; the disaster that forced New York into its future was the Fiscal Crisis. To understand how the City pulled itself up, it’s important to know what knocked it down.

Five-borough New York was still young when Governor Al Smith and Mayor Fiorello La Guardia stitched them together into a “workers’ paradise” with its own free university, hospitals, low transit fares, and lots of public housing that balanced the mansions along Fifth Avenue. The third maker of modern New York was Robert Moses, whose power came from his ability to please those in both the public housing and the mansions. Tall and severe, part of New York’s “Our Crowd” of German Jews, he built the radiating system of highways, parks, and beaches for the State then, as City Parks Commissioner, a frenzy of bridges, parks, roads, and pools that put the Depression-era unemployed to work on a regional plan crafted by blue bloods largely to keep them at arm’s length. New Yorkers adored Moses for providing both bread and circuses, but he became besotted with his own considerable genius. After a disastrous run for governor in 1934 exposed his distaste for the hoi polloi, Moses used the tolls from the Triborough Bridge to subsidize a network of public authorities answering only to him. A series of weak mayors then handed him control of the City’s planning and construction, and in the name of urban renewal, he destroyed healthy neighborhoods, scattered their social capital, deepened segregation, ignored mass transit, and undercut manufacturing by favoring highways over railroads.

In 1953, the City’s balance of power wobbled when reformer Robert Wagner won City Hall with the votes of the Blacks and Puerto Ricans moving into the buildings, jobs, and benefits left behind by Whites headed to the suburbs. Wagner made all civil servants subject to the unions, which let him sidestep the borough machines and political clubhouses and deal directly with a big chunk of the City’s working-class vote. When Medicaid passed in the early ’60s, the State forced the City to foot a large percentage and worse, because now the poor could use private hospitals, its aging public hospital system became one huge, unnecessary but politically untouchable expense. So to keep paying for the Workers’ Paradise, Wagner went down two slippery slopes: he increased borrowing and imposed new taxes that sped up the exodus of Whites and corporations. His successor, handsome young John Lindsay, took over in 1965 as a breath of fresh air focused on social justice and modernizing the City’s sclerotic systems. The new mayor’s idealism and city plan were a rebuke of Moses, whose reign finally ended when the MTA took over his seat of power, the Triborough Bridge Authority. Lindsay used Great Society programs like Model Cities to reconnect the people to their city after decades of Moses’s control, creating community boards and pumping Federal money into long-ignored neighborhoods.

Then it all fell apart.

In October 1969, with the Amazin’ Mets dousing the mayor with champagne after their surprise World Series win, New York’s economy began an 84-month swoon. Nixon chopped away at the Great Society, and the optimism of Lindsay’s first term curdled. Generational and economic change met sloppy, weak governance; Model Cities proved to be corrupt and chaotic, and the capital budget was raided to pay expenses, a breach of responsible accounting that made long-term maintenance and planning impossible. “Nobody was willing to say no,” said one official, and it was true whether you wore a three-piece suit, a dashiki, or a hard hat. Especially if you wore a hard hat. Even as New York’s public union members led the charge to the suburbs, the unions, not City Hall, seemed in charge; a corrupt NYPD watched the murder rate more than quadruple between 1961 and 1972, while striking sanitation workers let garbage pile in the streets. School decentralization led to a battle in Brownsville that tore apart the alliance between Blacks and Jews. People Power devolved into entropy, and the urban legend of Kitty Genovese, screaming for help while her neighbors listened, became the truth of the city: No one will help you, so why should you care about anyone else? New Yorkers hadn’t reconnected with governance; they’d split further apart. Experts deemed the city ungovernable.

Larger, global forces added fuel to the crisis. With Daniel Bell announcing The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, Japan and Germany emerged as industrial competitors, London overtook New York as the premiere financial market, and the US lost its first war. And then the Oil Crisis. In theory, bad economic times should pull prices down, but the glut of global petrodollars kept pushing inflation up while high unemployment held wages down, giving birth to Stagflation. Lindsay raised taxes to make up for sliding revenues, but it wasn’t enough, and here’s where the nosedive began. State funds and property taxes come to the City twice a year, so to maintain cash flow it has to regularly borrow hundreds of millions of dollars. The banks had always played along because it was easy money, and as the debt rose, the City floated short-term bonds of various sizes and flavors that were really just increasingly dodgy ways of getting money to pay interest on existing debt. By the end of Lindsay’s second term, the City was living week to week, and the budget had no basis in reality. “The only agenda,” says one former staffer, “was to keep the city afloat.” By the time a rumpled five foot two accountant out of the Brooklyn machine named Abe Beame took over City Hall in 1974, Wall Street was on to New York’s problems. Robert Caro’s damning biography of Moses, The Power Broker, revealed the corruption beneath New York’s imperial rise, while on the Bowery, a bar called CBGB became the center of what Legs McNeil also called his new magazine: Punk. “Punk wasn’t about decay,” said McNeil. “Punk was about annihilation… Nothing worked, so let’s get right to Armageddon.”

The State’s own problems brought things to a head. Governor Nelson Rockefeller had, with the help of his brother David, Chairman of Chase Manhattan Bank, created hundreds of public authorities with exotic bond issues that had the effect of letting the State print its own money. When the Urban Development Corporation (UDC), builder of large-scale affordable housing, defaulted in March 1975, the banks announced they wouldn’t buy any more City bonds. This wasn’t New York’s first fiscal crisis, and everyone believed the City would ultimately pay its bills, so the real reason was economic philosophy. Though the banks had it in their power to restructure the debt, most of the business elite felt the Workers’ Paradise and other big cities had been kept alive since the New Deal with political pork that just subsidized bad (read: Democratic) management. Here was an opportunity to take control of what they considered the most inept, bloated, bleeding-heart government of them all: New York City. So on April 14, 1975, New York found itself unable to redeem a $600 million bond issue, and the credit market shut its doors.

Beame’s City Hall was indeed inept. When Governor Carey asked just how many people the City employed, Deputy Mayor James Cavanaugh had pulled out an envelope with some numbers jotted on the back. “Many things which would in other cities or in a corporation be on computers,” admitted one insider, “were handled by people writing out in pen.” While City workers labored around the clock to patch failing systems, Beame named an economic panel with no economists. Impeaching the feckless mayor was considered before Carey assembled an advisory board of bankers, businessmen, and officeholders called the Municipal Assistance Corporation, or MAC. Led by Lazard Frères’s elegant, pursed-lipped Felix Rohatyn, it had emergency authority to issue bonds, though it could find no takers. One State senator who’d caught a ride back from Albany on the State jet said the diminutive Beame at this point looked “so distraught and so unhappy… you wanted to pick him up and put him on your lap.” In September 1975, Carey effectively suspended democracy in New York City by creating a new and much more powerful Emergency Financial Control Board (EFCB) to take in all City revenue and direct all major expenditures. Beame was forced to restaff his City Hall with business-savvy officials and some actual businessmen.

With City Hall no longer in charge of how to spend its own tax dollars, Rohatyn assembled traditional competitors like labor, banking, business, and real estate interests to plan its next moves, putting New York City under the control of a network of powerful interests political scientists call a “crisis regime.” Bankruptcy, it was decided, would devastate everyone, so the union pension funds bought bonds while the banks gave extensions on interest payments and bought bonds, too, now at much higher rates than before. Real estate developers prepaid their taxes. The lights stayed on, the ballot box remained, but the Workers’ Paradise was over. In October, this united front pled the city’s case to a Washington tired of paying urban subsidies, but the resulting Daily News headline “FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD” shifted sympathies. David Rockefeller personally lobbied the White House, and on Thanksgiving Eve, as Macy’s blew up its balloons, President Ford announced a deal for Federal aid through 1978.

Over the next two years, the City laid off some 61,000 employees. When State courts ruled the deal illegal, panicking banks demanded that the EFCB become a permanent unelected body overseeing the City’s government. New York—and America—faced a Rubicon moment. To his credit, Rohatyn refused, saying, “It would mean the end of democracy.” Instead, the EFCB would remain in charge until City Hall could deliver three balanced budgets in a row without Federal help. Two years had passed since then, and the state of emergency remained. Albany and Washington still provided 40% of the City’s operating revenue and a plan had to be in place by summer for new Congressional funding or New York would be right back where it was in 1975, this time with all deferrals deferred and extensions extended. And for all the snow piling up outside Tavern on the Green, June wasn’t far away.



Inside Tavern on the Green, Diana Ross and Yul Brynner chatted with Governor Carey. Americans hated nearly everything about New York City except for Broadway, so the State had launched a campaign around a logo dashed off by its designer Milton Glaser in the backseat of a cab. Though just three letters and a red heart, “I Love New York” had drawn a record 16.7 million visitors in 1977 despite the Blackout, Son of Sam, and Charlotte Street, so the $400,000 tourism budget had been multiplied by ten for things like this party to debut a slightly elegiac disco jingle touting Broadway. For symbolic reasons, if not culinary (Times restaurant critic Mimi Sheraton considered its food “below minimum standards of acceptability”), there was no better place for it than Tavern on the Green, revived by new owner Warner LeRoy with heavy applications of Tiffany glass and chintz. “I just love it here,” Andy Warhol had said at the reopening. “I want to come back someday and get a chicken sandwich on potato bread. It’s only $2.50.” Today he was here with Paulette Goddard on his arm for free veal, prawns, and avocado.

Outside, the busy city observed Valentine’s Day. “It was really a celebration,” Warhol wrote in his diary, “a big holiday.” New York, so close to death, was freshly beloved by New Yorkers. “It’s in danger of dying,” said Paul Mazursky, “so there’s something tender about it.” Though Annie took place during the Depression, “Tomorrow” was very much a song about today, and if you were still here, some crazy part of you loved the place no matter what, the intimacy and decay, the smell of cabbage crashing into bacalao, opera and salsa battling in the air shaft. Woody Allen was scouting locations for Manhattan. Isaac Bashevis Singer ordered the soup of the day again at the Famous Dairy Restaurant on 72nd, and Edward Gorey donned his big fur coat to see Suzanne Farrell dance Balanchine. White-gloved waiters polished samovars at the Russian Tea Room, while in a warm, quiet corner at The New Yorker, Mr. Shawn applied his pencil. Metropolitan Life by Fran Lebowitz just hit the shelves at Scribner’s. Chevy Chase was about to replace Raymond Burr as host of that week’s Saturday Night Live, and at 8:00 p.m. Robert LuPone would again shout “Step, kick, kick, leap, touch!” to start tonight’s performance of A Chorus Line. Banjo-hitting shortstop Bucky Dent had stirred things up today in spring training, begging Yankees manager Billy Martin to let him bat in clutch moments.

On the Upper East Side, the old-money types lurched toward sequins. Just yesterday Halston had opened his new showroom at Olympic Towers (Scaasi said it would be bare shoulders for the spring, and dots dots dots!). Every night neurotic, romantic Liza Minnelli blew her lines in The Act with “brashness, pathos and desperate energy.” International jet setters, unable to pass the boards of any of the dozen or so Park Avenue co-ops they’d deign to inhabit, consoled themselves by shake shake shaking their booties amid the nightly roller-skating, disco ball–spinning, coke-sniffing debauch at Studio 54. “It’s like the last days of Rome,” shouted writer Bob Colacello into the large powdered ear of Diana Vreeland. She responded, “I should hope so, Bob.”

There were countless other New Yorks to love then, too, networks freely and frequently intersecting. Temples, parishes, and private schools; ethnic New York that made a nice ragu Sundays, played Gaelic in Riverdale, slurped borscht at the Kleine Konditorei. Fulton Street simmered with mobsters and fishermen while across town in the Meatpacking District, both sides of beef and gay men hung from hooks. A port city, New York had always been a gay city. In the ’20s, when your public appearance defined gender, “fairies” had solicited “men” in Bryant Park and posed Elmo-style for photos with tourists in Times Square where, during World War II, thousands of American soldiers and seamen would discover new truths about themselves. Despite postwar rigidity over gender and sexuality, New York’s “Sad Young Men” had developed an awareness of their identity and their rights that led to the Stonewall Riots. Since then, gay men had been exploring the boundaries of sex as a language, forming what Charles Kaiser called their own “completely democratic society,” a network that connected men across lines of class and race. Some, like writer Larry Kramer, wondered if they’d gone too far. “[A]ll we do is live in our Ghetto and dance and drug and fuck,” shouted the narrator of his novel Faggots. A coterie of adventurous, envious straights imitated gay life through glam-punk androgyny or by cavorting with other love-handled swingers on the wrestling mats at Plato’s Retreat, but otherwise most New Yorkers considered homosexuality something to hate and fear. Koch’s election was a watershed. As a congressman he’d supported gay rights, and the presence of Bess Myerson at his side during the campaign had fooled no one. While Gay New York claimed Koch as one of their own, he suspected that Cuomo’s teenaged son Andrew had distributed the “Vote for Cuomo, not the homo” flyers in Queens. One of his first acts in office was to ban discrimination based on “affectional preference.” New York’s unique sass, its fast-talking, funny, cynical attitude part Jewish, part Black, part working class, came with a healthy dollop of camp. Susan Sontag’s “ultimate Camp statement”—that something can be “good because it’s awful”—helped make life in post-crisis New York endurable but also justified some of its rot.

From the start New York had also been a city of Color, its first two hundred years built with the labor of enslaved Africans whose numbers would in time be second only to Charleston’s. Along with its historic Black population, it now had a significant Latino one, too, mostly Puerto Rican, and a growing Asian community. Crumbling Harlem continued its tenuous hold on Black consciousness, even as the Black middle class headed for the suburbs, the Rockefeller Drug Laws kicked in, and West Indians once again poured into Brooklyn. Racial peace was delicately held. “The city has to be tolerant,” wrote E. B. White back in 1949, “otherwise it would explode in a radioactive cloud of hate and rancor and bigotry.” This remained true. Up in the Bronx, a high school electronics nerd named Joseph Saddler had perfected a way to regulate the beat between two different records on two separate turntables, letting him stretch out that big, creamy moment that made you move—the “break”—for as long as he wanted. He called it the “clock theory” and now known as Grandmaster Flash, he was the city’s hottest DJ.

Something was growing beneath the ashes of abandoned New York, something fed and watered on tension, anger, and creativity. Dancing through the fall of Rome required a kind of heroism; battling through circumstances you couldn’t change was the very heart of camp. Did New Yorkers really want things any other way? “To be contented,” said Mrs. Vreeland, “that’s for the cows.”

New York Governor Carey gritted his teeth at Ed Koch as he went to the microphone. Starting at only 2% in the polls, Congressman Koch had run as an outsider, bellowing “How’m I doin’?” into his megaphone at subway exits, running artless ads that stressed competence. His post-Blackout calls for the death penalty and the endorsement from Rupert Murdoch’s conservative New York Post had drawn White ethnics and now, after beating Carey’s man, Mario Cuomo, he’d become the city’s biggest cheerleader, venting the anger of most New Yorkers and expressing their hope. “I realized,” he reflected later, “that if I was to harness the energies of the people of the City of New York and give them back their pride, I would have to become bigger than life.” They bought his rumpled bachelor persona, the $257-a-month rent-controlled apartment, and $3 bottles of wine. His lack of filter amused—those who crossed him were “Wackos!” or “Vile!”—and his distance from clubhouse politics looked for now more like principle than ego. New Yorkers believed Koch would turn things around. So did Ed Koch. “The world started when he became Mayor,” said the corporate counsel. Hugh Carey didn’t agree. That morning PR man Bobby Zarem had cajoled him into extending a last-minute invitation to Koch, and now the two joined Yul Brynner, Diana Ross, and Frank Langella in a rousing chorus of “I Love New York.” Ed Koch just had to do what he was told.


I Won the Election, Not You.

The next morning, the mayor tucked his long frame into the backseat of a dented ’74 Chrysler Newport with bad brakes—Beame had bought it during the Crisis to avoid being seen in the official limo. Koch had spent his first weeks learning the full extent of the City’s decay; the 2,300 miles of potholed streets, the rusting bridges, doomsday budget, and the fact that no one knew exactly how many cars the City owned. Since then he’d ordered all vehicle requests be made public, which meant using the Chrysler for this visit to David Rockefeller. Both men believed that they ran New York City. Both felt the other was a fool.

Looking at his reflection, Ed Koch saw a self-made man. After his father, Louis, had lost his job, they’d moved to his uncle’s house in Newark where, for eight years, nine high-volume people shared two bedrooms while the Koch family begged for tips at a hatcheck concession. “To live on the largesse of people,” said the mayor later, “is something I consider demeaning.” Gangly Ed got a reputation for his brains and big mouth, happiest when alone with the person he most admired: himself. After CCNY and a short, violent tour of duty in 1944, he went to NYU Law and opened a one-man practice in Lower Manhattan, living with his parents and dodging questions as to why he was still single until 1956 when he moved to Bedford Street and took up the guitar. Greenwich Village was in transition then, the old Italians and Jews under siege, their rents rising because of bongo-drumming Beat poets and wannabes like Koch. That same year, followers of Adlai Stevenson organized the reform-minded Village Independent Democrats to challenge the regular Democrats’ Tamawa Club. An Adlai man himself, Koch jumped into politics and rose to district leader by flipping back and forth between the two clubhouses, battling his own party as much as the Republicans. In 1965 he broke away to endorse Lindsay, who returned the favor by not endorsing him for City Council. Koch never forgave him and two years later won his old East Side congressional seat as “a liberal with sanity,” which meant, like Adlai, a progressive aside from race.

Now, as Mayor Koch, he intended to do as he saw fit, starting with taking down the Lindsay kids’ treehouse at Gracie Mansion. “I owed nothing to the political system,” he said later, part lone wolf, part Man of La Mancha. “I had no commitments. I was absolutely my own man.” That wasn’t just directed at “the richies,” as he called them; he was equally dismissive of Labor leaders like Jack Bigel, who’d offered their help as “partners.” “You’re not my partners,” Koch had replied. “I won the election, not you.” Which was true. But he could hardly do what he wanted; with the EFCB and MAC overseeing the budget, he effectively reported to them, not the people of New York. Since more decisions would be made in his office, he’d gained personal power at the expense of both the City Council and the Board of Estimate, but he had simple, sweeping, nonnegotiable directives from the Commission on City Finances: cut taxes, cut debt, cut spending, restore the capital budget, and improve management. If he hoped to get that new Congressional loan, he’d have to cut 20,000 more jobs, freeze salaries, restructure debt, and cut social spending, even with poverty in the City up more than 40% since 1969 and median family income down 18%. Cuts, though, weren’t enough. The City needed revenue. New taxes were out of the question, leaving only one option, the last directive from the Commission: encourage development. “Growth” had always been the point of New York City, even during the Workers’ Paradise. Growth meant more jobs, better jobs; it meant mobility and hope, and part of the mayor’s job in the old Game of New York had been to direct it where he wanted it to go. Now the job was to lure businesses, people, and jobs back with whatever inducements the City could conjure and hope the resulting activity would throw off enough tax revenue to pay the bills.

Koch wasn’t against much of this, in theory. He was in favor of trimming government, and he agreed that private sector accountability could make an enormous difference in terms of management. But he was no businessman. He’d appointed a genial millionaire retiree named Robert Milano as Deputy Mayor for Economic Development, though the Times sniped, “[i]f either he or the Mayor knows what encourages business expansion… they have given no sign of it.” And he didn’t seem to recognize, or want to admit, how much City Hall was now interlocked with business networks. Though he called the banks just another of the City’s “pressure groups” and scoffed at their idea of New York being run as a business, or by its businesses, the mayor was now required to attend a monthly meeting with a Management Advisory Board of nine CEOs and bankers, while the Department of Operations had to produce a “Mayor’s Management Report” twice a year to track performance data on all thirty-one City agencies, as well as embed on-loan executives to help develop more efficient public administration. One way or another, the Crisis Regime would have its say.

As the Newport headed toward Liberty Street, stout, needle-nosed David Rockefeller—to Bill Moyers “the most conspicuous representative of the Ruling Class”—waited at a 30-foot granite table lined with black leather chairs. His grandfather John, founder of Standard Oil, had passed down both a vast fortune and a sense of obligation to the family, first to his son John Jr., who’d built Rockefeller Center, and then his five grandsons. David was the youngest by three years; dumpy, dyslexic, a beetle collector, he’d run in the trails of his older brothers, especially Nelson (“I idolized Nelson”), through a childhood of summers on Seal Island and the Unicorn Tapestries just down the hall, until he was packed off to Harvard. A student of Hayek, an intern for La Guardia, he joined Chase National Bank in 1946, and as Ed Koch wrote wills and stumped for votes, he’d flown around the world learning the realpolitik of oil. New York was not so much the Rockefellers’ home as their fiefdom. On top of being major landowners, the family had played roles in the creation of Rockefeller Center, Rockefeller University, the Museum of Modern Art, the UN Headquarters, Riverside Cathedral, the Cloisters, the Asia Society, and Lincoln Center, and funded various civic initiatives, including low-income housing. Mayors would come and go, but there would always be Rockefellers exercising noblesse oblige in some proportion to their profits; now it was David’s turn to exert their vast shadow power. He’d already played a major role in the bailout, lining up with Citibank CEO Walter Wriston to make the case to Wall Street, real estate, and the business community that joining forces as civic leaders rather than angry bondholders would push New York from an industrial economy to an information-based one.

And that was, to the Crisis Regime, the answer to the question as to where new Growth would come from. The movement from Industry to Information would prove to be the fundamental economic shift of the next four decades, and it was hardly some secret conspiracy even then. Going forward, as Daniel Bell had explained, knowledge would replace labor, services would replace goods, and a new knowledge-based power class would emerge that would increase the role of women in the economy. Between 1950 and 1977 there’d been some fifty books explaining this transition, and all through those years, manufacturing in New York had been sliding as factories moved south and west and Moses built highways instead of railroads. Not only were trucks more expensive and dirtier, they clogged streets, presenting an opportunity to the five Mob families who stepped into time-sensitive arenas like waste hauling, ports, the Garment District, and the Fish Market, jacking up the cost of doing business. Congestion, red tape, taxes, and extortion mounted, and major industries left, pockets of small, interrelated factories began to die of old age; the Yellow Pages still had listings for bungmakers and spats salesmen. The gut punch, though, was the death of the port, long the city’s largest employer of unskilled labor, now outdated and squeezed by the Mob. When the Port Authority diverted the new container shipping technology to New Jersey in the mid-’50s, away from the crumbling Hudson piers, the city’s manufacturing sector largely split apart—the executives drifted up to Midtown and labor went overseas.

Rockefeller and Wriston, though, each saw their own, albeit related, set of opportunities. For Wriston, it was all about finance and the nature of money. The seismic event for information in New York was when Nixon went off the gold standard in 1971. Overnight, cash lost its intrinsic value; money was now just numbers on a screen, and collecting and moving that information wouldn’t just be the future of banking, it was the future, period. Finance would be the economy and everything else would be the games to bet on. Lean, urbane Wriston, a native of Appleton, Wisconsin, insisted that New York’s saving Growth would come by pampering the finance, insurance, and real estate corporations—the FIRE sector—as they wove a global network, buying, selling, lending, and borrowing across borders, their boards and interests interlocked. “Capital,” he liked to say, “will go where it is wanted and stay where it is well treated.” If Washington would only unleash the financial sector, its relentless innovation would turn New York into the world’s money factory while the city itself put the needs of FIRE above everything else. The philosophy that had driven the banks to shut the credit market in 1974 would now rule the city. Schools, housing, libraries, all of the investments in human capital that its taxpayers had made for decades, were to be deemed “redistribution of wealth” (an idea that somehow coincided with those investments being made for People of Color). Growth would be measured in purely financial terms; all that mattered now for cities was, wrote Paul Peterson, “the maintenance and enhancement of their economic productivity.”

In return, Wriston planned to get rid of the old vaulted temples to Mammon and put more of that money information in the hands of everyday folks, while he turned Citibank into a “financial supermarket” that would help them figure out what to do with it, especially with cozy old passbook savings accounts melting away under 10% inflation. A week before “I Love New York” Day those plans took a giant leap forward when eighteen inches of snow fell, completely shutting down New York: If you didn’t have cash, you were out of luck—no bread, no milk, no subway tokens, and only 38% of Americans had credit cards then. But Citibank had just installed automatic teller machines in all of its 271 branches; Citibankers carried on as usual and New Yorkers finally saw the point of ATMs—you could get your money whenever you wanted it, no matter what! Over the next three years, Citibank’s deposits in New York would double and ATMs became standard, providing an early lesson for many Americans about trusting computers. More important, ATMs helped demystify money, and soon credit cards would be increasingly easier to get as the once shameful idea of carrying debt would gradually become a sign of financial savvy.

David Rockefeller, on the other hand, a native New Yorker, understood that the city’s ultimate resource was its real estate, so he saw the move from Industry to Information in those terms. In many ways the Rockefellers were supersized versions of the leading families in postwar American cities like Pittsburgh and Baltimore who’d redeveloped their business centers to lure back fleeing Whites, but New York had two “downtowns”—thriving Midtown and the flagging Financial District where the Rockefellers had much of their holdings. As the action moved north, those who owned the land beneath the closed warehouses and factories Downtown cared about commercial and residential possibilities, or even eminent domain, more than saving industry, so stretches of Manhattan from the gritty section below Houston to the South Street Seaport and Times Square went to rot while their owners waited to see what would happen next. That didn’t work for the Rockefellers, so in 1955 David decided what that “next” would be. First, he convinced the Chase board to build their new headquarters on Liberty Street.

Koch’s Newport stopped in front of One Chase Manhattan Plaza, a bracing 60-story Modernist slap that declared Chase king of New York finance, even when that wasn’t entirely true. Advised by Moses and inspired by his old boss La Guardia, Rockefeller had then founded the Downtown Lower Manhattan Association, a kind of mini Crisis Regime for the Financial District that developed plans with the Port Authority for a World Trade Center that would clear out the tiny electronics district. Meanwhile, David and developer William Zeckendorf orchestrated a game of musical chairs wherein Zeckendorf convinced various banks to relocate throughout the Financial District, making the Information Age appear nigh. Thus frothed, the Regional Plan Association (RPA) produced a new regional plan and the City revamped its zoning rules to favor office buildings. Even David’s brother Nelson called a surprise press conference to announce plans for a 100-acre mixed-use, mixed-income development on the landfill excavated for the World Trade Center, to be called Battery Park City. (David hadn’t known about it until he read it in the Times—“I must say I was annoyed.”) Moses joined in with his Lower Manhattan Expressway meant to connect the West Side Highway and the Manhattan Bridge across “Hell’s Hundred Acres.” Two years later, the Planning Commission offered its own revised city plan that included a replacement for the West Side Highway, a convention center, redevelopment in Downtown Brooklyn and the West Side, and the renovation of Times Square. “In the long run,” one draft of the plan admitted, “New York does not want to retain the low skill, low wage segment of its industrial mix.”

But then very little happened. “Expressways are never wiped out at a single stroke,” Jane Jacobs said later. “They’re nibbled to death by ducks. So let’s all be ducks and nibble this thing to death.” Which activists did; the expressway died, opening the way for SoHo. The 10 million square feet of the World Trade Center sucked up all the demand for office space. Battery Park City foundered, and now its acres of landfill, called “The Beach” by locals, sat empty along the Hudson where an underground sex and art scene thrived on the abandoned piers. The path ahead wasn’t obvious because even the Crisis Regime wasn’t entirely—mostly, but not entirely—in sync. Citibank had overtaken Chase, and Rockefeller remained desperate for Downtown development in a way that Wriston with his new angled skyscraper in Midtown didn’t have to be.

So who would run New York? Ed Koch headed up the stairs and past Isamu Noguchi’s sunken Zen garden. Ed Koch was not a Zen guy. He loved the chaos of New York, the yelling out the window, the fuhgeddaboudits. He only cared about what his New York did. Amid the low murmur of flowing capital, he was whisked up to the 17th floor, led through corridors of creamy carpets and ficus trees. Back at City Hall, file cabinets overflowed and toilets didn’t flush. He’d found La Guardia’s desk in a hallway.

The boardroom doors opened.

The room stood. This was Rockefeller’s Business Labor Working Group, a network of business and union leaders founded during the Crisis and now interested in learning just how much it could flex on the new mayor. Guided toward the seat between Rockefeller and labor leader Harry Van Arsdale, Koch made note of people who’d never given him a check or the time of day. Bob Milano and Planning Commissioner Robert Wagner Jr. were there for the City. The mayor sat. And only then did everyone sit back down. Rockefeller hovered, inquiring as to how Koch liked his coffee, then, guest served, wasted no time. Every new plan was stuck, he said. Losses mounting, he intended to tear down Radio City Music Hall and put up a hotel. He left it to the assembled executives and union leaders to make the case for the convention center, the proposed underground highway along the Hudson called Westway, and the stalled Battery Park City. While Koch and Wagner listened politely, an overwhelmed Bob Milano babbled his admiration for Rockefeller and his plans.

The mayor left making no promises, though he soon fired Bob Milano. “[H]e broke into tears,” reported the mayor, not much for crybabies, or discretion. For the next few weeks he mulled what he’d heard. At a point when he was pulling every string to get more funding from Congress, he wasn’t thrilled about greasing the way for a Rockefeller, though all the jobs promised by Westway sounded good. As to Battery Park, Wagner pointed out that the deal as it was put the City on the hook for overages; money it didn’t have. Shy, with pleading, scholar’s eyes and a stiff smile, Robert “Bobby” Wagner, the late mayor’s son, was politically dead but had Koch’s ear. Relieved of the duty to chase his own family legacy, he wandered City Hall as head of the Planning Commission, wise and a little in the clouds as he guided the mayor toward understanding how essential the built environment was to Growth; on one hand, real estate development would be the quickest way to create it, but long-term the City needed more housing and more taxpaying homeowners. And both relied on infrastructure spending, which the Crisis had all but stopped.

By the end of March the snow melted, and Rockefeller had dashed off a testy follow-up bemoaning the City’s inaction. Amid the stink of thawing garbage, vast puddles spread; on April 13, Reggie Jackson hit a three-run home run that drove fans to whip giveaway Reggie candy bars onto the field. President Carter finally delivered the national urban policy he’d been promising since his walk along Charlotte Street, one that all but sent a message directly to Koch. Ending the Great Society idea that repairing cities was the responsibility of the Federal government, Carter proposed instead “a working alliance of all levels of government, with the private sector of our economy and with our citizens.” The days of simply pouring money into cities were over; city governments, businesses, and citizens would have to work together to rebuild. Carter would help New York, but Koch would also have to play ball with the likes of Rockefeller. A week later, the City struck a deal that kept Radio City Music Hall open and lowered its exposure on Battery Park City in return for endorsing the Federal mortgage supports needed to finally start building the project. The wobbly strolls along the line between public and private had just begun.

It was a tense summer. The Yankees stunk and Senator William Proxmire did all he could to dynamite the new aid bill in Congress. By July, California passed Proposition 13, weepy Billy Martin resigned as Yankees manager, and the City had managed to skate into the new fiscal year without more borrowing. Congress reluctantly authorized the aid, and after signing off on a $4.5 billion workable, if still dismal, four-year financial plan, the EFCB dropped the Emergency from its name—though it would continue oversight for the next thirty years. New York had officially survived the Fiscal Crisis.

At which point the Yankees woke up. They finished the season tied with the Red Sox for the AL East and with two on and two out in the seventh inning of the one-game playoff at Fenway Park, interim manager Bob Lemon believed the way New Yorkers were starting to believe. He sent Bucky Dent to the plate. From his ungainly crouch, Dent hit a 1–1 fastball over the Green Monster to launch the Yankees into the playoffs and an eventual World Series win. Ed Koch led a ticker tape parade down Broadway, shouting “We’re number one!” on the steps of City Hall. When the Yankees win the World Series, New York feels right again, even when it’s not.

In the days ahead, sitting behind La Guardia’s little desk propped up on blocks, or tossing his balled-up socks onto the Gracie Mansion floor, Koch couldn’t shake the memory of that boardroom. They’d all stood up. Rockefeller had leapt up to bring him coffee. Him, Ed Koch, who’d once begged for tips!






Chapter Two Something It Hadn’t Been


Being in charge of a zoo is a pretty big deal if you’re the father of a three-year-old, so in January 1978, the week he’d taken the job as Parks Commissioner, Gordon Davis had brought his daughter, Elizabeth, to the Central Park Zoo. First stop was the Monkey House, where the gorillas Kongo and Lulu were lying motionless on the floor, staring at the ceiling as their daughter, Patty Cake, picked paint off the bars. Next, the neurotic lions pacing cages the size of an Upper East Side bedroom and the tigers sleeping amid a bitter, desperate stink. The eland couldn’t stand. One lonely sea lion floated in the sea lion pool—the Federal government had barred the zoo from getting another. In the Children’s Zoo, Whaley the cracked fiberglass whale grinned maniacally as if numbed to the pain of these 125 wild animals crammed into a single acre, uncared for, unprotected, occasionally tortured by visitors and park employees.

“Daddy,” said Elizabeth, “never bring me here again.”

The possibility that he’d made a big mistake had struck Gordon Davis as soon as he’d walked into Parks Department headquarters. The encrusted windows, holes in the walls, and junk shop furniture; everything about the old crenellated Arsenal at 64th and Fifth summed up the collapse of City government. Over the last decade, public agencies, foundations, and advocacy groups had all done extensive damage reports on the city’s infrastructure, so even though precomputerized New York had no complete inventory of its capital plant, what had to happen was known. Estimates put the city’s capital requirements for the next decade up to $40 billion, but money aside, the enormity of it all had sucked the will out of most everyone, especially at Parks, the city’s very last priority at a time when the Transport Workers Union deemed conditions in the subways “bad enough to cause a major disaster at any time.” The Arsenal represented the other side of Retrenchment that wasn’t about pleasing banks and Congress, the part about improving City management. Koch had to make the city function.

The impulse here is to add “again,” but making New York “work” had not always, and maybe not ever, been a goal for those who welcomed disorder as the way to overtime or a palmed twenty. City government had never been run for maximum efficiency; the point of patronage was jobs, with results a distant second. Management was the province of reformers and the public agencies, foundations, and advocacy groups who’d erected a virtuous scaffolding around City politics, assuring things actually got done while City Hall focused on giving special interests their taste. Everyone else got pinched, especially the middle class and small businessmen who paid for their independence by having to slash through thickets of red tape, following absurd union rules and paying inflated prices. Koch liked to tell about the time an old woman tugged his sleeve and said, “Mr. Koch, Mr. Koch, make the city what it once was.” To which he said, “Lady, it was never that good.” “Everybody who was any good working for Koch in that first term,” says Davis, “understood that they were part of a puzzle trying to restore the city to something it hadn’t been.” All New Yorkers deserved orderly governance and delivery of services, but that would require profound changes both in how City government operated and how New Yorkers thought of their city.

The crisis had made them more conscious of the place than they’d been in a long time, and that included business leaders, many of whom had grown up here; most good government groups like the Citizens Budget Commission were resolutely nonpartisan. Mayor Lindsay had created the Urban Fellows Program to create young administrators, but given that his attempts to introduce modern management theories also included the RAND-inspired Productivity Program that advised letting the South Bronx burn, many were reasonably suspicious of all this talk about efficiency and budgets when it led to cuts that hurt mostly People of Color. In fact, the person most responsible for laying the foundation for a functioning New York City wasn’t a Republican but a Growth Democrat. As part of the bailout, Lindsay’s former City Planning Chair, John Zuccotti, son of a captain at the El Morocco nightclub, was brought in as essentially a shadow mayor to Beame. Along with developing a reporting system that culminated in an annual Mayor’s Management Report, he created a Management Improvement Program to blast through decades of bureaucratic sludge and instill some seemingly obvious business principles at City Hall, altogether changing the mayor’s job into something closer to CEO. Zuccotti left a clear charge for Koch: Build a nonpartisan managerial tier and develop clear strategies and structures that will let them manage for results. Every administration over the next thirty-five years would define itself by how it pursued that goal, and every administration would claim it came up with the idea.

Koch was on board. “Removal of incompetents,” he declared, “is not anti-labor. It is anti-those-who-do-not-want-to-labor.” According to Davis, Koch “set a tone that the glass is half-full, not half-empty. And you better work your ass off to at least be accountable.” Instead of one deputy mayor, Koch hired seven with Policy and Management’s David Brown the first among equals and tried to make civil service merit-based instead of subject to union rules, to help create that tier of managers. But the mayor needed his own attitude adjustment. While he’d shown an admirable openness to ideas, he liked to set people against one another and relied more on press conferences and threats to get things done than on systems. The early returns hadn’t been promising. The August 1978 Mayor’s Report included the first results from Project Scorecard, a study of street cleanliness created by the Fund for the City of New York, and they were dismal; the city was a stinking mess. False alarms and venereal disease were up. That summer, the pier at Bethune Street collapsed into the Hudson.

Commonplace Civilization

All the talk of productivity and work rules spoke to what so many felt had disappeared in New York: personal accountability and trust. New Yorkers needed to see the city and their fellow citizens as something more than adversaries, and that’s why Parks mattered so much. In 1978, the Parks Department oversaw 24,000 acres in 572 parks that included Frederick Law Olmsted’s jewels—Central Park, Riverside Park, and Prospect Park in Brooklyn—plus Bryant Park, 3 zoos, 4 stadiums, 14 golf courses, 6 beaches, 104 swimming pools, and some 2.6 million trees. One-sixth of New York was parkland, a higher percentage than any other American city, but in terms of acres per person, it was next to last, and those acres were dangerous and worn. New Yorkers desperately needed spaces to throw balls, stroll or, as more people were doing, jog. Parks weren’t passive. “A park is a work of art,” wrote Olmsted, “designed to produce certain effects upon the minds of men,” the only places in cities where you’ll find “with an evident glee in the prospect of coming together, all classes largely represented, with a common purpose.” Parks were fundamental to a democracy; they were shared land devoted, as Adam Gopnik writes, to “commonplace civilization”; public space controlled by common trust and expectations. The inability of New Yorkers to share and care for their parks expressed the loss of trust; changing public spaces and the attitudes toward them was the third process involving the built environment that would eventually transform the city.

The problems started at the Arsenal, long a dumping ground for political favors. Lindsay’s first commissioner, Thomas Hoving, once called the Clown Prince of Fun City, offered up the parks as entertainment without thinking much about their care, and his patrician successor August Heckscher had placated the unwashed masses by surrendering public control; vandalism was just another way to use the park. Then five commissioners in five years and deep budget cuts had devastated what morale remained; a comptroller’s audit found a “systematic pattern of loafing” among Parks employees. Not surprisingly, a dozen candidates turned the job down before it fell to Gordon Davis, thirty-six years old, a fair-skinned African American from an august Chicago family. As reporter Orde Coombs wrote, Davis “honed a superior wit, he refused to tolerate fools, and he took great comfort in his intelligence.” Six foot five and half, Davis had played basketball at Williams College, then got his law degree at Harvard. He’d worked in Lindsay’s budget department, then as his liaison with Model Cities and speechwriter during his brief presidential run. In private practice now, with a seat on the City Planning Commission, Davis thought the Parks job was impossible, too; plus, he’d voted against Koch. But he took the job, and over the next five years, he’d make Parks a laboratory for the procedures and partnerships that would eventually transform the city’s public administration and begin the use of public space as a way to reeducate New Yorkers about the rights and responsibilities of urban life.

Before he could attack any of the big problems, though, Davis had two months of coordinating salt and shovels and finding his way around the Arsenal. Olmsted himself had hated the place; he’d circled it with large trees in hopes of hiding it and complained about the same kinds of shenanigans that now had Davis secretly hoping to be fired. Then one crisp morning in April 1978, he paid a surprise visit to Inwood Hill Park, where grinning park workers lounged in the springtime sun as garbage cans overflowed and papers swirled overhead. The commissioner was not amused. “We have cutbacks in the department,” shrugged their supervisor, “and we have a fiscal crisis.”

This was Davis’s moment of satori. Using the Fiscal Crisis as an excuse, New Yorkers simply accepted the miserable state of their parks as another one of the many indignities to be soldiered through like so many piles of dog shit. There was no real chance of changing crime, dirt, or subway delays. Didn’t all the experts say New York was ungovernable? Yet simply accepting that the city’s social capital had rotted away also meant accepting the pain that inflicted on other living beings, whether they were guinea pigs having their eyes put out in the zoo or hungry children in the South Bronx. For the City’s services to improve, New Yorkers would have to improve, too. So Davis started to set limits. He took the advice of a Parks Council report and began to say no. He canceled the annual Taste of the Big Apple festival in Central Park and, much to the shock of the March of Dimes, kept their deposit when they didn’t clean up after their walkathon. Permits and management would be taken seriously now. He restructured the department and negotiated broader job definitions for some union employees. He engendered a sense of good faith effort and accountability at the Arsenal. He got the windows cleaned.

And he admitted what he didn’t know. New York’s unusual breadth of services had created a belief that City Hall could—and should—manage its own holdings as a public trust, but in too many cases too much money had been paid out for terrible public management of things like zoos and golf courses. On the other hand, much of the city’s successful cultural infrastructure was, like the bridges and subways, the product of public-private partnerships, beginning in 1869 with the American Museum of Natural History, followed by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the New York Botanical Gardens, and the Bronx Zoo. By now, the Department of Cultural Affairs included 15 private institutions known as the Cultural Institutions Group (CIG) that either received City money or stood on City land. Even the New York Public Library wasn’t really a “public” creation; Carnegie money had merged with the private Astor and Lenox libraries. Though the City now paid for the branch system, the research libraries were still privately funded. With all this in mind, Davis tested the idea of outside vendors running some Parks operations in hopes of turning money-losing propositions into small gains.

That left the issue of poor public behavior in parks, a textbook example of the “Tragedy of the Commons” wherein a public good is destroyed because every individual takes advantage of it with no thought of the greater good. But why couldn’t “public” mean shared space with generally agreed upon limits on behavior and use? This debate applied to all public spaces in New York including, in the summer of 1978, the sidewalks. After the Yankees’ soap opera, the city’s other obsession was dog crap. The ’70s had brought dogs to New York in greater numbers than ever before and all those dogs, large and small, produced approximately 125 tons of waste a day that the Department of Sanitation had neither the interest nor the funds to clean up, making stepping in dog shit a trope of New York life. The battle lines were drawn: one side felt sidewalks were theirs to use as they pleased, while the other felt shared public space should be clean. Dog owners fought every City Council pick-up bill, with the ASPCA claiming that New Yorkers would set their dogs loose or kill them before they’d pick up their poop. Said the leader of the Dog Owners’ Guild—without shame—“Like the Jews of Nazi Germany, we citizens, including the old and infirm, are being humiliated by being forced to pick up excrement from the gutter.” In June 1977, State Assemblyman Edward Lehner and State Senator Franz Leichter (whose mother had been a German intellectual actually murdered by the Nazis) had finally pushed through a bill in Albany that required people in cities with more than 400,000 residents—only New York City and Buffalo—to pick up after their dogs, and on August 1, 1978, State Health Law 1310 went into effect, compelling dog owners on the Upper East Side and in Brooklyn Heights who huffed and puffed about graffiti to admit their own civic responsibilities. A year later, the city would ban public drinking.

Around this time, Davis went out to the Rockaways to stare at the spotless sands of Jacob Riis Park, built by Moses in the mid-1930s and a national park since 1972. Studies showed that people tend to operate in public space according to certain latent rules, motivated of course by individual choice but also dictated to some degree by the setting. Sadly, in New York’s big parks, none of those rules seemed to matter. Bryant Park was, says Davis, “a shithole.” The police would make a show of force, pull out as soon as crime went down, and then crime would go right back up. As he pondered, a little envious, a Park Ranger walked by in her Smokey the Bear hat. People snapped to in her presence and walked their trash over to the cans. Here was Davis’s second big thought: he needed “somebody with a uniform who conveys a message that there’s a certain positive way to use public spaces.” And so were born the Urban Park Rangers, whose job was “to set a tone,” to persuade New Yorkers in major parks to treat them, and by extension one another, with the respect they’d convinced themselves was undeserved, not their responsibility, maybe even uncool. “[P]arks, open spaces, when they work best, change people’s behavior…” says Davis. “They’re there because they want to behave differently.”

So now all the ideas percolating about public space, urban management, and public-private partnerships met, as so many New Yorkers do, in Central Park. Rusted, broken playgrounds, dry water fountains, cracked benches, and clogged sewers flooding the transverses all testified to its overuse and abuse. Graffiti was scrawled everywhere. “Somehow,” wrote artist Robert Smithson, “I can accept graffiti on subway trains, but not on boulders.” Like Times Square and Bryant Park, Central Park was a male domain—one survey counted 83% of those at Bethesda Fountain as men; 71% in the Sheep Meadow. Courts had nearly closed the zoo, the park’s top attraction, and talks with the New York Zoological Society to take it over had stalled. Relearning how to love at least this one part of New York in a guileless way, not in spite of its flaws and not because of them, but for what it could be, might help New Yorkers relearn how to behave in the city at large.

The perfect choice for this job worked in the Arsenal basement. As the park had hit bottom in the ’70s, nonprofits like the Central Park Community Fund, supported by the unlikely pair of Richard Gilder and George Soros, had formed and within the Parks Association was a steel magnolia from San Antonio named Elizabeth Barlow. Raising two kids on East 89th Street had made the park’s everyday value evident, but her master’s in city planning from Yale taught her that its vistas, ponds, and thatches of trees were one huge work of experiential art shaped out of nature. Barlow traveled in the best circles, was genteel, tough, and, most important, she was obsessed. Davis named her Central Park Administrator, with the plan that she would imitate the other CIGs, recruit a board, and raise money for the massive task of not so much restoring the park as nurturing it into a new life.

That would take a very long time, though, and Davis wanted something everyone could see. Since last January, he’d walked countless times past dry Bethesda Fountain. Told that repairing its broken pipes would cost hundreds of thousands of dollars, Davis in early April 1979 sent over plumbers and an electrician, and a week later water started to trickle. Reaching its full glory would take more time and more money. But a fountain was working again in the middle of Central Park, a fountain that had been shut off four years earlier simply because no one had felt like dealing with it. The Angel of Bethesda had been healed. At the zoo, new vets were hired and humane procedures put in place while Davis negotiated a deal with the Zoological Society that transferred management of all three City zoos to people who actually knew how to run them, while a Kevin Roche redesign of Central Park would be paid for by Lila Acheson Wallace.

Around that time, Davis and Barlow brought Governor Carey to see the new Dairy Building, restored with money from the Central Park Community Fund. As they passed the dust bowl that was once the Sheep Meadow, Carey offered State money to reseed the grass, which Davis jumped on as the way to launch the entire restoration. “We’re going to hang by this,” he said, “or we’re going to fly by this.” James Taylor gave a concert in July 1979 to raise the rest, and then a five-foot fence went up all around the 15 acres of new sod. In a small victory for commonplace civilization, no one pulled it down.

Back to the City

Lunchtime on a warm November afternoon. Office workers ate dirty water hot dogs and grabbed sun where they could. At Sixth and 41st, a lanky man in his sixties strode up the steps to Bryant Park, wove through the dealers, and established a recon post near a dry fountain. Holly Whyte had the demeanor of a cheerful country gentleman, but on Guadalcanal he’d been a Marine intelligence officer and now he took stock of these desperate acres hidden behind shrubbery and an iron fence, the smell of piss and pot smoke rising through the plane trees. Bryant Park had been left for dead. A brave few finished lunch with furtive eyes, but most just sprawled across the benches or huddled, selling and smoking, sizing up buyers and prey. In the ’30s, Robert Moses had imposed a formal French design on Bryant Park to keep out vagrants and the “fairies,” but instead of an oasis, he’d created a secret garden whose worst uses chased away everything else. Since then, the park had slipped ever deeper under the assumption that ruin was the reality of city life.

Whyte pulled out a stopwatch to tally five minutes of arrivals. Through a week of lunchtime visits, the numbers had stayed about the same—500 or so when it should be 9,000 on a day like this, less than a quarter women. On the other side of the fence on Sixth Avenue, New Yorkers smiled and talked and flirted. “What a city does best,” he wrote, “is bring people together, face to face, for the exchange of ideas and goods and services. This New York does superbly. This is its export industry, its reason for being.” Cities exist to let people make networks. To Whyte, fixing Bryant Park—and New York—meant letting New Yorkers do what they knew how to do and inviting in more people to do it.

Koch’s inaugural address had explicitly called for “urban pioneers” to join in the work of saving New York, but a movement had begun on its own in the ’50s as millions had been going the other way, a push-back against suburbia and White flight that used language of return, reclamation, and embrace of the past to define a new way of urban living that would eventually redraw the social and economic map of New York. One early and essential voice in this Back to the City movement belonged to this gentle ex-Marine counting junkies. As a young officer, William “Holly” Whyte was fascinated by maps, in particular the close observation required to make them. “My strength,” he wrote later, “has been the simple ability to see things other people have missed.” After the war, he covered America’s surge for Fortune; his 1956 bestseller The Organization Man explored corporations and suburbs as a form of collectivism and sold some two million copies, freeing Whyte from worrying about a day job. In 1958, just as the Rockefeller Foundation was funding the first department of Urban Design at MIT, he edited a collection titled The Exploding Metropolis that asked whether the city would ever “reassert itself as a good place to live.” Instead of Moses-style urban renewal, he wanted choice: “Little plans, lots of them, are just what are needed—high rise and low, small blocks and superblocks, and let the free market tell its story.” Laurance Rockefeller, headiest of the brothers, pulled Whyte under the family umbrella and so from a small office on the fifty-fifth floor of 30 Rock amid the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, he consulted for both public and private interests, exercising a subtle but strong influence on the life of New York and cities around the world by applying his observational skills from Guadalcanal. Where did people walk? Where did they stop and talk? How did people actually use spaces? His data would help shape the City’s response to Midtown overdevelopment, a zoning revision in 1961 that encouraged developers to trade public space for height in hopes of creating more light and street life.

The next chapter in the counternarrative was a book by one of the authors in The Exploding Metropolis—Jane Jacobs. As a lead writer at Architectural Forum, then America’s preeminent building magazine, she’d seen too many visionary plans destroy tired yet vibrant neighborhoods. Holly Whyte heard her call out the planning establishment at a Harvard conference on urban design and asked her to contribute a piece to Fortune, “Downtown Is for People,” that persuaded the Rockefeller Foundation to underwrite a book. It took owlish Jacobs two and a quarter years to write The Death and Life of American Cities, turning her famous bobbed hair white in the process, but when it appeared in 1961, it forever changed how people viewed life in cities. Jacobs added poetry to Whyte’s data, described the street ballet of the West Village with passion and romance, and offered a theory of the city as a kind of self-sufficient organic system, imperfect and alive, constantly changing and innovating and best left alone to grow as it would without government-abetted development. Her solution was similar to Whyte’s—short blocks, high density, mixed use, and old buildings with new construction, a vision that not only resisted change but called for the return of a way of life that had existed in places like Crotona, one that valued communities full of networks and social capital.

Jacobs also changed how people approached power in New York. While Holly Whyte and his cracker-barrel common sense made connections with power, she’d been fighting planners since Moses tried to open Washington Square to cars, and just when Death and Life came out, she led a very visible battle against the designation of her part of the West Village as a slum. The Right liked her opposition to big government and her support of market solutions; the Left saw her as a grassroots activist who appreciated “authentic” urban life, but like Saul Alinsky and James Rouse, Jacobs defied categories; she spoke only for the city, embracing the messy complexities of urban life and economy with the same joy as she embraced her messy home. She didn’t blindly support manufacturing or labor, and her campaign in the West Village had the ultimate effect of letting luxury housing push out low-income housing. Yet public opinion solidly backed Jacobs, who made the battle about preserving the idiosyncrasies of Greenwich Village rather than the diverse needs of New Yorkers. The “slum” designation was removed, showing that not only could you fight City Hall—you could win.

Jacobs’s book and her victory in the West Village established a popular template for what a city was now “supposed” to be. And yet the world of 555 Hudson Street was just one very magical way a city could function; not all cities are Greenwich Village, nor do they have to be to succeed, and not all urban renewal and planning was bad. Though huge developments like Penn Station South and Stuyvesant Town were anathema to Jacobs, they helped stanch White flight in Manhattan and their residents loved them. On the Lower East Side, the Cooper Square Committee had won another, and arguably more successful, grassroots fight against urban renewal in 1961 when the City chose to adopt its community plan instead of bulldozing eleven blocks. The first of its kind in New York, it expressly preserved low-income housing as opposed to Jacobs’s market-oriented “deslumification.”

But Death and Life had created a taste—maybe a rarified one—for a very specific kind of urban experience, one that could only be found in certain parts of New York, one that drew not just from the living streets, but from the aesthetics of the city’s past. “New ideas must use old buildings,” she said, and this was, beyond all her practical prescriptions, maybe her most influential concept, a restatement of Walter Benjamin’s belief that Modernity’s search for the next thing always leads to the past: “Modern” cities shouldn’t bulldoze the past; they should engage it. Along with Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, she proclaimed the end of Moses’s Modernist frog march of progress. The way forward now in cities would blend past, present, and future, the point no particular style of architecture but the act of curating Time.

And then Pennsylvania Station was demolished.

If a building can be a martyr, Penn Station gave its life for New York’s preservation movement, which now became another thread in Back to the City. Though the State Bard Act allowed New York to declare landmarks on purely aesthetic grounds, the City didn’t use it. But as more and more New Yorkers read Death and Life, as buildings fell and Carnegie Hall barely escaped the wrecking ball, Mayor Wagner grudgingly formed a toothless Landmarks Preservation Commission, albeit too late to save Penn Station. The long grief of its three-year demolition helped force passage of the City’s landmarks law in April 1965, energized later that year by Lindsay’s election. Marathon hearings ultimately declared 321 sites and 13 districts landmarks, including the Astor Library, which became the Public Theater, and Brooklyn Heights, the city’s first historic district and core of the next stage in the return—the Brownstone Movement.

As the first concerted movement of middle-class Whites back to New York, the importance of Brownstoning transcends just historic preservation. After the war, as Truman Capote wrote, Brooklyn Heights was full of “brave pioneers bringing brooms and buckets of paint: urban, ambitious young couples, by and large mid-rung in their Doctor–Lawyer–Wall Street–Whatever careers, eager to restore to the Heights its shattered qualities of circumspect, comfortable charm,” followed in the early ’60s by “brownstoners” inspired by neighborhood restoration efforts in Savannah and Charleston. Everett Ortner, an editor at Popular Science, and his wife, Evelyn, paid $32,500 for their Park Slope brownstone in 1963 and began to host wine and cheese parties that became the Brownstone Revival Committee. In 1974, supported by the Municipal Art Society, the City’s Economic Development Council, and the National Trust for Historic Preservation, the committee hosted the first Back to the City conference at the Waldorf with the goal of “encouraging middle-class people to return from the suburbs to inner-city neighborhoods.” The Ortners were not alone in their efforts. “This summer,” reported the Times, “a link with the revival committee was established in London, where the movement is known as ‘gentrification.’ ”

And so “gentrification” spread through Brooklyn. As Bronx neighborhoods were melting into an amorphous, ominous South Bronx, the huge stretch once known only as South Brooklyn was being carved into invented places such as Cobble Hill, Boerum Hill, and Carroll Gardens. These neighborhoods weren’t really being gentrified, though, because they’d never existed; most residents had identified with the borough as a whole and their own block, but little in between. Gay men in the Village and lesbians in Park Slope created safe spaces for themselves and also furthered the Jacobs ideal of neighborhoods scraped and varnished by White, educated, and usually well-to-do homeowners who superimposed their own social, cultural, and economic networks onto formerly working-class areas. Yes, the change was supposed to come from within, but people who renovated entire buildings with their own hands reasonably considered themselves “within.” Bringing in “urban pioneers” who owned their own homes did help real estate prices and tax revenues, but they immediately began to redefine what a “community” was and who really belonged to it.

Mayor Lindsay had encouraged this new urban identity and community participation in part because he had to—charter reform in 1963 had created Community Planning Boards that gave neighborhoods a voice, if not a vote, in local development. Lindsay was particularly interested in Brooklyn, especially its downtown. With the Heights landmarked and Cobble Hill and Park Slope next, Brownstone Brooklyn gave hope—a racist hope—to the owners of the large department stores along Fulton Street who feared the increasing number of Black and Brown customers even though profits remained strong. To stave off this so-called blight, the 1969 City plan put a special emphasis on Brooklyn, including the transformation of Fulton Street into a mall. The first malls had required stores to pay a surcharge, but in the middle of the Fiscal Crisis, Fulton Mall business owners were in no mood to throw more money at City Hall, so in 1975 the State empowered an Improvement Association to collect “contributions” from storeowners. Two years later, four more Business Improvement Districts were chartered in Manhattan and Queens. In the years ahead, BIDs would be one of the many tools, both promising and risky, that would change the face of the city.

Brooklyn brownstones weren’t the only place attracting new residents. Since at least the 1850s, artists and writers, free thinkers and rebels had searched for cheap raw space Downtown in industrial areas like Coenties Slip, Water Street, and the cozy West Village, so when a Korean artist named Nam June Paik, part of the avant-garde Fluxus group, moved into an empty loft south of Houston in 1965, it was just the next frontier. The battle over the Lower Manhattan Expressway had created uncertainty here; amid its few remaining sweatshops were hundreds of lofts left empty by owners waiting for their eminent domain check, so in 1967 a Lithuanian named George Maciunas—one of the founders of Fluxus—started converting these empty loft buildings into artists’ co-ops as a kind of aesthetic intervention. The next year Donald Judd bought 101 Spring Street and Paula Cooper left the galleries along 57th Street for 5,000 square feet on the third floor of 96 Prince Street, next to a workingman’s bar named Fanelli’s. OK Harris Gallery was next, and when the City officially dropped the expressway, the rush was on. Gordon Matta-Clark opened a restaurant at Prince and Wooster; collaborative galleries popped up, Leo Castelli went into 420 West Broadway, and SoHo was born, landmarked as the Cast Iron District in 1973, then explicitly as an artists’ district with the 1974 Loft Law.

New York now had a new official Art district. But it soon became something more. During the week, it was still trucks and dark, mysterious streets; on Saturdays it was “a souk,” wrote Calvin Tomkins, “a pageant,” with the serious galleries open, air kisses kissed, fellow artists greeted and snubbed. What was new was Sundays. On Sundays the galleries were closed, but the Bridge and Tunnel crowd came in from Westchester and Long Island to shmy; Upper East Siders trickled down for leisurely walks across cobblestoned streets, among the cast-iron façades covered in posters, in and out of boutiques stocked with one-of-a-kind items, every man a flaneur. They people-watched at cafés and imagined life with exposed brick walls. Manhattanites began to consider and even mourn the passing Industrial Age, even as their increasing presence in SoHo sped the passage of old warehouses and small factories into new lofts and stores. No other place so completely expressed Jacobs’s idea of the past as a necessary ingredient for the modern. As in Brooklyn, Time was being stopped here, or at least slowed down a bit—but progress wasn’t; in fact, it was racing ahead because shopping and ownership were at the heart of SoHo, more than the Village ever was. With every ATM and credit card making consumerism just that much easier, buying something in a cool, artistic place like SoHo elevated shopping to a creative act. If the hallmark of the Upper East Side was to do things the way they’d always been done, here every choice expressed identity. Movies like An Unmarried Woman and Manhattan further established the meaning of SoHo. Jill Clayburgh found a new life in Alan Bates’s loft; Woody Allen and Mariel Hemingway whined and opined as they shopped at Dean & DeLuca. Wandering around SoHo became one of the things New Yorkers did on Sundays, along with lolling in bed with all five pounds of the Times, going to H&H for bagels, and standing in line to buy tickets to the new Truffaut, then standing in another line for a seat. “SoHo was not only a new neighborhood,” wrote the Voice, “but a metaphor for the new good life.” SoHo was a “lifestyle.”

And if visiting on Sunday was great, living in SoHo had to be even better. The once bizarre idea of living in a factory now had an intangible value, an amenity that made up for the absence of things people traditionally looked for in a home, like schools nearby, grocery stores, or maybe even a tree. Landowners who’d been playing the long game now saw their payday and shoved out manufacturers along with many of the artists who’d reclaimed the raw spaces. SoHo didn’t need artists to exist now; it just needed their style. “Because our artists’ eyes could see what was not there…,” wrote Ingrid Bengis, “we created a psychology which, without our knowing it, was going to remove us from the very world we had built.” The City estimated in 1978 that 10,000 illegal conversions had been done in the last five years; by the time it stepped in to help SoHo manufacturing, it was too late. New York now sold Time as much as space; Lifestyle as much as practical use. Living in New York became for many a consumer good, a collection of Lifestyle expectations that would redefine communities and connect residents more than any prior ethnic, racial, or economic history; a ticket to the Jacobs cavalcade of urban life that required only appreciation and money. Real estate’s value would be based not just on square footage but on a bundle on ineffable qualities that generations would chase across the city, creating new capital by restoring “authenticity” to old properties, warping society and economics, overriding ethnicity and tradition.

Up in 30 Rock, Holly Whyte may have helped point the way to Lifestyle, but he remained devoted to the return of commonplace civilization. “New Yorkers fervently deplore the city,” he wrote. “It is their favorite form of self-praise. Only the heroic, they imply, could cope.” New York, to Whyte, needed to produce more than just money; it needed to produce social capital. Even as New York careened, he celebrated its street life—“Characters are flourishing,” he wrote. “It is the work of a great city to be tolerant of them, and New York is.” Unfortunately, the 1961 zoning had been a conspicuous bust, Sixth Avenue a windswept mile of monoliths and vacant plazas. But two pocket parks to the east, Paley and Greenacre, had worked. To learn why, Whyte and his staff set up hidden cameras to film New Yorkers sitting, eating, walking, and schmoozing (his favorite word). Patterns emerged: People went where there were other people. They went where there was food and comfortable places to sit, especially if there were chairs you could move so you could own your surroundings. “Moveable chairs is a big idea,” says Fred Kent of Project for Public Spaces, the consulting firm Whyte seeded. People liked sun, water, and openings that invited impulsive visits. Based on that research, the Planning Commission in 1975 amended zoning to require higher standards of public space from developers and a review process over public-private space. As Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas argued just then in Delirious New York, New York had invented the “culture of congestion.” What it needed now were crowds.

But before the crowds came buyers. As early as 1975, the co-op market had begun to take off. There was “safety in concrete” for savvy New Yorkers, wrote New York. “Investors are buying real estate, despite its relatively low return, because it’s now the prime hedge against inflation,” soon to hit almost 15%. The action helped fire optimism. Cranes were going up in Manhattan, Bloomie’s Bags were blooming, and Gordon Davis was eyeing the Bethesda Fountain. Private sector employment had risen for the first time in nine years, and New York noted signs of “a revival now going on in parts of New York.” But they didn’t include battered neighborhoods in outer boroughs. Although homeownership was central to Koch’s vision for Growth, the city needed more than just the Lifestyle market in Manhattan to fully revive. Unfortunately almost all new construction was high-end; building codes made even cheap housing expensive to build, rent control limited profits, and Washington had switched from constructing public housing to subsidizing the private side with the Section 8 program, which provided low-income renters with vouchers instead of actual apartments. Early on, the mayor had pushed Housing Preservation and Development to explore building small homes on City-owned land and pushed to clear the inventory of abandoned or foreclosed rentals, known as in rem. Once rehabbed, the City sold them to tenant groups, community organizations, and qualified private management companies—10,243 units in 1979 and double that the next year. Tax breaks were another crucial tool for creating more affordable housing. The State’s 421a plan encouraged middle-income building in the outer boroughs, and the City’s J-51 gave owners breaks for renovating multi-unit residential properties or converting commercial or industrial spaces into residential ones. But their abuse turned Koch’s move toward the stability of homeownership into something disruptive; in theory a way to help people “un-slum” neighborhoods, J-51s unintentionally spurred arson in the South Bronx and spread gentrification. A month after “I Love New York” Day, the Times reported that conversions from manufacturing, office, and hotel space into residences were “providing housing for a population of well-educated and relatively affluent young people strongly motivated to remain in Manhattan.”

Meanwhile, the exploding market for condos and co-ops punished the middle class that had stayed in Manhattan. Faced with high oil costs and diminishing margins, many of the big real estate families were cashing out by converting their rental buildings into co-ops, historically in New York either large union-sponsored complexes, publicly backed Mitchell-Lama developments, or exclusive Upper East Side buildings that excluded anyone shareholders didn’t want to live with. But now approved conversion plans tripled from 79 in 1977 to 249 in 1979 and many longtime New Yorkers had a very difficult choice forced on them. Offer plans appeared under doors and buildings turned into battlefields with landlords, renters, and prospective buyers pitted against one another, all still sharing the elevator as everyone decided whether they could afford to stay. All this new product should have meant dropping prices, but average co-op prices tripled and interest rates shot past 10% when usury laws were changed late in 1978 (a win for Wriston). Thousands of those “well-educated and relatively affluent young people” moved their Cuisinarts and pints of Häagen-Dazs into the apartments of those who couldn’t, the leading edge of a coming social, physical, and financial Lifestyle upheaval. “I wouldn’t think of building a new apartment building for the middle-income family,” said Harry Helmsley. Asked what middle-income Americans should do, he replied, “There’s always trailers down South and used houses, though not in the best areas. This is what a lot of people are going to have to get used to.”

So Bad It’s Good

Of all the things Abe Beame can be blamed for, Donald J. Trump is by far the worst. By 1978, tax abatements were fueling commercial real estate, too, particularly the ones from the Industrial and Commercial Incentive Board created during the Beame years. The first person to line up hat in hand had been this smirking thirty-two-year-old bad boy developer from Queens who held the options on the West Side properties owned by bankrupt Penn Central Railroad as well as the one on the musty Commodore Hotel next to Grand Central Terminal.

Donald’s father, Fred, a fan of Norman Vincent Peale, had built an empire of tract housing in Queens and Brooklyn, but rich as they were, the Trumps gave off a pungent blend of shadiness and gauche; financial shenanigans ultimately got them banned from all FHA and State projects, and in 1973 they settled a huge racial discrimination suit with the Federal government. By then loutish Donald had emerged as Fred’s favorite among his five children; after two years at Fordham and a transfer to Penn, he let his father pay the tab for his postgraduate studies at Oleg Cassini’s Eurotrash hideaway Le Club, where Fred’s friend, amoral lawyer Roy Cohn, taught him where to put his napkin, how to work the ropes, and mostly how to bluff and bully. As he always would, Fred underwrote his son’s caviar dreams of owning the Manhattan skyline, in this case arranging a line of credit to help him buy the musty Commodore for $10 million, rehab it into a Hyatt, then sell it back to the UDC for $1 for which he would get a 99-year lease and pay $250,000 a year in lieu of taxes for forty years.

To a city bailing hard to stay afloat, this had seemed like a terrible deal, but desperate Penn Central had turned the screws, saying it would close the hotel otherwise, and Donald, already known for making grand and dubious claims, said what was good for him was good for New York. Fred had written some significant checks to the Brooklyn machine, so Mayor Beame pled his case. He and Carey had both attended Donald’s wedding to a shiny Czech model named Ivana, plus there were some valid arguments to be made: the area around Grand Central was sliding, the Chrysler Building had been foreclosed on, the Terminal was in disrepair, and no one else was jumping in to help, so Trump got his tax break and launched his career in Manhattan real estate.

Grimy details aside, the deal woke up the crucial intersection of 42nd and Lex. MassMutual now sank $40 million into the Chrysler Building, Mobil bought theirs, and in June 1978, the Supreme Court guaranteed that the path of New York City’s future would be through its past with a 6-to-3 ruling blocking construction over the landmarked Grand Central Terminal, thus establishing the protected status of hundreds of structures and their air rights. The hope was a revival movement west across 42nd Street, the belt of the island. At Fifth Avenue the New York Public Library had become a haven for petty criminals and vagrants, its bathrooms unusable, its books regularly stolen or crumbling in the stacks. Only Brooke Astor’s recent $5 million donation kept the lights on. In 1978, retired Time Inc. head and creator of People Andrew Heiskell joined the board and resolved to jolt the NYPL out of its torpor. Many of its problems were intimately bound up with Bryant Park—as Davis recognized, eliminating crime and undesirables in one place just sent them to the other—and various halfhearted attempts had been made to reclaim the park until Heiskell saw a $1.5 million gift from the Rockefeller Brothers Fund as the chance to take one more shot. A founder of the Urban Coalition in the ’60s, he pulled Gordon Davis into a network made up of his point person Marshall Rose, the NYPL, the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, and the 42nd Street Development Corp. For inspiration, they looked to Davis’s Central Park Zoo deal and the State’s recent BID legislation; a new BID formed by the businesses around Bryant Park would lease it from the City and manage it using revenue from a restaurant to be built inside. The RBF hired Holly Whyte and the Project for Public Spaces to do a study, which was why he’d been out there with his stopwatch. “The situation is bad, yes, but so bad it’s good,” wrote Whyte, bullish as ever, “and from this level even modest actions can have a dramatic effect on these spaces and peoples’ perception of them.”

To manage it all, the new Bryant Park Restoration Corporation hired Dan Biederman, a twenty-six-year-old fresh from Harvard Business School, already chairman of Community Board 5 and a consultant working on the City’s rudimentary computer systems. Firm-jawed, straight-spoken Biederman didn’t smoke or drink, and in the few moments he wasn’t working liked to climb rocks; he would’ve made an excellent Mormon save for the fact that he was Jewish. A quiet loner from Scarsdale, he’d grown up marveling at the stoops out the window as his mother drove him in to visit his grandparents on Fifth Avenue. One Passover night when he was around ten he fell in love for good. Seder finished, his father and uncle took a stroll, and while the elders talked business, Biederman and his cousin walked ahead in the spring air, taking everything in until they looked up and saw the Empire State Building looming above. At 29th Street they finally turned around and walked back up to 76th. “I was sold,” he says. But the treeless gray reality shocked someone who’d formed his image of New York from the backseat of a car. Deciding he wanted to make his living somehow changing all that, he joined the Community Board, and there he met Holly Whyte, who’d brought him to the BPRC.

Where Davis envisioned Bryant Park as a public version of Gramercy Park, Biederman looked at the parks of Paris and Boston’s Faneuil Hall, Rockefeller Center, and Disney World, going so far as to consider outsourcing the management of Bryant Park to the last two. If Holly Whyte saw a city that could be fixed, Biederman saw one that needed new management and, like Elizabeth Barlow, he was obsessed. With no secretary and the Library still hesitant, he forged ahead raising money for maintenance and graffiti removal. It would be thirteen years before Biederman would see his dream realized.

Across Sixth Avenue began the world of Times Square and 42nd Street, another microclimate like the Library and Bryant Park where class and culture converged. Under the flashing Spectacolor sign atop Times Tower, theatergoers dodged into the Booth to see The Elephant Man, Puerto Rican families stretched their dollars at double features of third-run flicks, and men gave blowjobs in the Capri. “[L]ife is at its most rewarding, productive, and pleasant,” wrote Samuel Delany, sounding much like Olmsted, “when large numbers of people understand, appreciate, and seek out interclass contact and communication conducted in a mode of good will.” Delany was writing about gay life in Times Square, but the idea of democratic space was the same. Little Michael Eisner had scooted down from Park Avenue for the arcades and double features just like Robert Diggs and Dennis Coles had cut school in Staten Island for Bruce Lee flicks a few blocks from where Sarah Bernhardt had once played Phaedra and the sixteen-year-old Robert Mapplethorpe had stared at his first gay porn. Kids from the Bronx haunted Downstairs Records in the subway station. Artist Charlie Ahearn went to see Mad Monkey Kung Fu and 7 Grand Masters on 42nd, his feet stuck to the floor, “rats chasing popcorn back and forth, kids yelling at the screen.” This was where the city’s wild things were. And it was also a place you avoided if you weren’t looking for something wild. Recently, a syndicate led by Fred Papert and banker John Gutfreund had drawn up plans for The City at 42nd Street, a combination of Lincoln Center and Disneyland with Ziegfeld’s New Amsterdam Theatre at its core. Every big player in town was on board.

By 1979, thirty buildings were under construction, most still on the East Side, including the AT&T Building, which alone got some $20 million worth of tax abatements, and the 51-story Palace Hotel rising up behind the Villard Houses. In total, some 129 projects had gotten abatements for an estimated $54 million; no one had ever been turned down. Koch wanted to pump the brakes. If commercial real estate was surging, why keep subsidizing it when schools were being cut? At which point Donald Trump pushed his way back to the trough. In March 1979, he announced he would demolish Bonwit Teller’s beloved Art Deco department store at 56th and Fifth and using the air rights he’d bought from neighboring Tiffany’s, build a 60-story tower featuring 320 luxury condos. Given Trump’s claim that the atrium stores would fetch “the highest prices ever paid for Fifth Avenue real estate—literally twice as high as anyone has ever gotten,” it seemed absurd that he should get yet another tax break, but as should have been clear from his bulky suits and wide-cuffed trousers, Trump had no fear of looking absurd. He applied for a nearly $40 million abatement. “There was no question that I was entitled,” he wrote later. “We were out to make Trump a brand and begin an empire…,” said his vice-president. “We were about getting more per square foot than the guy next door.” Who until a few years ago happened to be the late Aristotle Onassis, owner of Olympic Tower, one of the few condo buildings in New York then, with some three-quarters of its owners foreign or corporate. After a dinner party at Adnan Khashoggi’s apartment, Trump had decided that he, too, wanted to give rich foreigners a place to park their cash. While co-ops in the city had a sorry history of discrimination, Trump’s condos would open the doors not so much to other New Yorkers, but to foreign capital and a network of global socialites with little or no interest in homegrown New York.

The City was starting to work just a bit better and everyone, it seemed, was coming back. The question was whether they’d be able to live together.






Chapter Three New York Equalize You


On June 15, 1978, two White cops in Crown Heights pulled over a Black man named Samuel Miller for driving with a suspended license.

At least that was their story. Some said it was a shakedown of the man with him, his brother, broad-shouldered Arthur from Barbados who owned a construction company on Nostrand and ran his local block association. There were no smartphones then so what exactly happened next remains unknown, but one witness claimed to see Arthur shake his head no to a police demand. Things turned violent. Reinforcements arrived, one officer reportedly pointed his gun at the growing crowd and shouted, “You niggers stay back!” as the beating commenced. When it was over, fifteen cops stood over Miller’s dead body. Police captain Jack A. Clark objected to the report that he’d been “choked to death” because “you get the impression of somebody with two hands around the neck.” No, the police medical examiner concluded that it had been done with “a rod-like object, such as a forearm or stick,” which apparently deserved greater respect.

“This city,” wrote Koch the next month in his newsletter to City employees, “… is in the midst of a renaissance.” But this “renaissance” was by no means general. Underneath the reawakening pride was a greasy sense that “their turn was over,” that it was time to return the city to safe, sane—White—control. There were six other instances that summer of White gangs or police attacking Blacks; Koch named a commission. He was bluntly pragmatic about Retrenchment. “When you reduce expenses,” he explained, “it impacts upon poor people because our budget is primarily devoted to poor people.” A bootstrapper himself, he made no secret of how he felt about welfare: “The good-government groups and social workers destroyed the city for twenty years.” Much of his distrust for the liberal Establishment came from race. During his run for district leader in 1964, J. Raymond Jones, the first and only Black leader of Tammany Hall, had backed his opponent, and the national Democrats had more than once quashed his attempts to inject a proto–All Lives Matter strain into the Civil Rights movement. Koch backed down, but never forgot. As he made peace with the White-dominated machines in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens, the mayor investigated welfare payments and trimmed job training. Haskell Ward, his new head of community development, was Black, but he had no connections to the city’s Black networks. “The blacks Koch has can’t find their way to Bed-Stuy,” said Congressman Charles Rangel. For the first time in twenty-five years there was no Person of Color on the Board of Estimate, whatever traditional roles they’d had in City government erased. Squeezed by growing immigration, the breakdown of old political networks, a changing economy and soon, waves of drugs, crime, and disease, New York’s African Americans would be forced over the next thirty-five years into new cultural and social strategies that would in turn change the world.

What made the situation particularly bitter was that Black votes had put Koch in office. Rangel and the rest of Harlem’s Gang of Four—protégés of J. Raymond Jones that included Percy Sutton, Basil Paterson, and then City Clerk David Dinkins—had endorsed him instead of Cuomo after Sutton had finished fifth in the mayoral primary. Koch, who’d once claimed “Blacks don’t vote,” promised to stop talking about “poverty pimps,” leave the poverty programs alone, and hire more minorities. “If you can’t get who you want,” the pugnacious Rangel said of his fellow congressman, “at least get who you know.” The new mayor made the bait and switch clear with his first executive order, dated January 1, 1978, bringing all the City antipoverty programs under his control. While you could argue that Lindsay’s subsidies had worked—“New York City didn’t burn,” says Gordon Davis, because “the people who would have led riots were all on the payroll”—even the reliably liberal journalist Jack Newfield had come to the conclusion that “the poverty programs are enriching a few political hustlers and not improving the quality of life for the poor people of this city.” Virtually everyone conceded that Model Cities had been corrupt and without direction. But poverty programs weren’t just about serving the poor. As blue-collar employment in Harlem dropped from 1950 to 1970, white-collar employment rose, mostly into jobs left behind by departing Whites, many in Great Society programs. Brooklyn State Senator Major Owens called those jobs “our foot in the door,” and Black politicians wanted to control them for exactly the same reasons White politicians had. Though cutting waste and fighting corruption made objective sense—and the next generation of community organizations would ultimately transform the South Bronx and Brooklyn—these stable middle-class jobs had been as important for the community as much as the scholarships and training they administered. Koch considered all this another example of New Yorkers incentivized to preserve disorder while the workers saw themselves more like the Fire Department—a permanent force charged with fighting a permanent problem.

Whites generally ate it up when Koch took on People of Color, but he was just as dismissive when they challenged him. In February 1978, he attended a meeting of the Queens Citizens Organization, a group of fifteen or so parishes and congregations around Flushing Meadows seeded by Saul Alinsky’s Industrial Areas Foundation. As Jane Jacobs once wrote, “If you are a nobody, and you don’t know anybody who isn’t a nobody, the only way you can make yourself heard in a large city is through certain well-defined channels.” IAF community organizing offered a way for everyday people of all races to create new local networks that would let them be heard, and they were heard that day in Queens when the moderator warned the mayor to stick to the agenda. Koch declared, “I’m not here under subpoena” and stomped out to cascades of boos. Afterward, a Lutheran minister in Brownsville asked Alinsky’s successor Ed Chambers for a meeting. Chambers didn’t sing “Kumbaya.” Don’t fall behind one charismatic person, he told them; get bigger and more diverse. Sign on 150 leaders and 30 churches, raise $250,000 of their own money. The goal of organizing was “the power to demand recognition and reciprocity and respect,” said one IAF leader. It took, said Chambers, “a special cold, rational kind of anger.” Community organizing would ultimately prove a crucial force in the evolution of New York.

The other kind of anger—hot and emotional—was easy to find, especially after Arthur Miller’s senseless death. Two weeks into his term, the mayor was heckled in Harlem during a service honoring Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and tensions escalated into spring, with the Amsterdam News running a daily “KOCH MUST GO!” headline. On Eastern Parkway, there’d already been sparks between the Hasidim and the West Indians; a protest nearly became a street fight against a Policemen’s Benevolent Association march a block away. That December in Boro Park, a mob of Hasids stormed the 66th Precinct; 62 police officers were injured, but remarkably, no arrests were made. A few weeks later, buried in a back page of the Times, came news that a grand jury returned no indictments in Miller’s death; it had been just “a tragic, unforeseeable accident.” Brooklyn, said one resident, was “a volcano that’s sleeping.”

The Seven-Mile World

Meanwhile in the Bronx, every bombed train, every kid in white shell toe Adidas pointed to a secret world being born in plain sight. Jeff Chang calls it “the Seven-Mile World”—seven square miles that cooked up new kinds of music, dance, and visual art that together gave cultural, political, and ultimately economic voice to people who’d lost theirs. It would become the mainstream of not just Pan-African culture, but “young urban American culture” as a whole, and just like Wriston’s new economy, Hip Hop had everything to do with globalization, technology, democratization, and freedom.

It started with kids just having fun. In August 1973, Clive Campbell, aka Kool Herc, had hosted a back-to-school dance party with his sister in the rec room of their building at 1520 Sedgwick Avenue. A tall, broad-shouldered former graffiti writer, he put two James Brown records on two different turntables and by flipping back and forth, lifting and resetting the needle, he sent the party up into a new level of groove by making the percussion break go on and on. Campbell had moved with his family from Jamaica; in 1965 the UK shut down immigration from the Caribbean just as Congress reopened it, drawing West Indians to the US, in particular to New York, a city that had been, according to historian Robert Farris Thompson, “founded as a way station to the West Indies”; for two hundred years, most of its enslaved had been “seasoned” there first before being brought north. Later, in the 1950s, Afro-Cuban rhythms had met jazz to create mambo, then there was rock and roll–inflected boogaloo, followed by salsa. And now Afro-Caribbean culture was about to create another hybrid. Herc took his massive speakers outside to imitate Jamaican dancehall parties; heavy beats throbbing out to an entire park or school gym, and soon clubs where he remixed the Funk and Soul songs Disco had pushed off the radio, danced to by kids who couldn’t get into the hi-class, leather-shoes-only clubs—and increasingly didn’t want to.

Those were the musical underpinnings, but Hip Hop had other deeper roots. Along with all the socio-economic failures of the ’60s, gangs and heroin had torn up the Bronx. Taking cues from the Hells Angels and the martial arts movies in Times Square, gangs like the Savage Skulls and the Black Spades in their fur-edged, sleeveless denim jackets had divvied up the borough. Graffiti marked the boundaries, but after a while the kids with that talent started to pull away, creating a secret society of all races, from all neighborhoods, that transcended turf. Their names on a train—Blade, Daze, Futura—represented an act: Working nonstop on boards laid over the third rail at the Mosholu Yard, scaling up the sketches they’d made in their blackbooks, throwing color at the dreary ghetto palette. Making themselves seen.

Meanwhile, the gang members who’d survived (and their girlfriends) were tired of the violence and the long sentences mandated by the Rockefeller Drug Laws, so Herc’s parties put the fun up front, with MC Coke La Rock doing call and response. To the east, at the Bronx River Community Center, warlord Afrika Bambaataa began morphing the Black Spades into the Zulu Nation, charging his parties with the message that they should be “warriors for their community” while he blended African and Cuban numbers in with Go-Go, Sly Stone, Kraftwerk, and the occasional Bugs Bunny cut. Down in Morrisania, Grandmaster Flash launched the clock theory while his MCs the Furious Three fired up dancers with improvised rhymes. One of them, Keith “Cowboy” Wiggins, christened what they were doing “Hip Hop.”

The gangs now melted into crews. Violence still hung in the air—“Apache” wasn’t just a song by the Incredible Bongo Band; it was also a gang-hazing gauntlet—but the taste for competition was being sublimated into stylized conflicts between DJs, MCs, and b-boys, whose capoeira-like dancing was “a fight with steps instead of fists.” “[H]ip hop wasn’t a nice place,” says Charlie Ahearn, “It was cutthroat.” “[H]ip hop gatherings had an edge,” wrote Nelson George, “a balance between pain and the celebration of music and movement.” Teenagers in sheepskins, Kangol hats, and Pumas filled the clubs and parks, everything clean and sharp; a statement against the shabby denim shells worn by the gangs. Still, all the angel dust made security necessary. For his “peace guards,” Kool Herc relied in part on Five Percenters, a Harlem-born splinter off the Nation of Islam that became a jailhouse faith in the ’70s. Its uplifting, imaginative—and misogynist—cosmology considered every Black man a God and shooting dice a path to mystical wisdom. Five Percenters made proselytizing a high duty, and “building” their secret knowledge for others stressed verbal dexterity and creativity; it was, according to one rapper, “a religion about talking.” Their ideas, along with the arms-crossed, legs-stiff posture they liked to strike, filtered into Hip Hop and its lexicon: using “Word” as an affirmation, for one, came from the Five Percent Nation. Along with Bambaataa, the Five Percenters bridged ’70s gangs and Hip Hop.

As the city fell apart and Punk took off Downtown, cassettes from the Bronx spread through the boroughs, from the Queensbridge Houses out to Russell Simmons and Carlton Ridenhour in the far reaches of Queens; in Harlem to DJ Hollywood and Eddie Cheeba. When the Blackout hit in 1977, spray paint and stereo equipment went out the windows first. Identity is above all else the product of shared experience, so Hip Hop let the boroughs develop new identities with their own styles and stars, all connected by subways bombed by artists like Lee Quiñones, Dondi, and Zephyr. The Seven-Mile World expanded into a citywide youth network made from scavenged pieces of the blown-up American dream, customized with wit, bravado, and energy. “A shift was occurring,” wrote George, “and you either were drawn to it or feared it.” By 1978, Disco was for Studio 54 and Xenon; Punk and New Wave were south of 14th, and Hip Hop competed with the horns and timbales of Latin Fania for Sound of the Streets.

Most of those streets, though, were empty. Since 1970 the South Bronx had lost 43,000 apartments, 16% of its housing, and 14% of its population. Community groups like the South East Bronx Community Organization and the Mid Bronx Desperados had been fighting to stabilize sections of the borough since the late ’60s, but Charlotte Street remained windswept and piled with plywood and bricks. Koch had put it in the hands of handsome Deputy Mayor Herman Badillo, the first Puerto Rican congressman and first Puerto Rican borough president. Everything Badillo did seemed like an audition for higher office, and he’d already raised eyebrows by bringing in former UDC head Ed Logue to work on a massive plan that so far couldn’t decide whether it was primarily commercial or residential. A more enlightened version of Moses, Logue had built a significant amount of middle- and low-income housing, but he’d also created the concrete desolation of Boston’s Government Center and the UDC had gone bankrupt under him, so the South Bronx offered redemption.

Unfortunately, Badillo failed to count his votes before presenting the plan to the Board of Estimate in February 1979. Since the 1898 consolidation, the mayor, the comptroller, the Council president, and the five borough presidents had convened every other week in its chapel-like meeting room in City Hall to approve contracts and land use proposals, but the Board’s deeper purpose was to maintain the City’s balance of power through its intricate voting math that made alliances necessary. Though the Crisis Regime had mooted some of its power, it exercised what it had here, rejecting the plan 7–4. Badillo resigned, leaving it to Logue to find a new way to save the South Bronx and his reputation.

And the kids kept on riding into the void on bits of funk and soca, searching for something for themselves. Austrian artist Stefan Eins saw what was happening. He moved his “white wine, white walls, white people” SoHo gallery Fashion Moda to a storefront on Third Avenue near the Hub to let Downtown artists meet the people of the South Bronx. Like Afrika Bambaataa’s mixes, he threw good things together and let them cook.

When no one else would speak for it, “the Bronx,” wrote Robert Farris Thompson, “started to talk back.”

Soon We Pay Mortgages

One of the four princes of a dying kingdom, gravel-voiced Charles Rangel had earned his sharp suits and handshakes at Sylvia’s. He’d come home to Harlem after the Korean War with a Bronze Star, a Purple Heart, and sergeant’s stripes, but they didn’t mean anything to White New York, and the day a box of lace fell off his truck in the Garment District and a menacing cop said, “You better clean that up, boy,” he knew he had to finish high school. He got his law degree from St. John’s while working as the night manager of the Hotel Theresa, joined the Carver Club, and in 1971, beat Adam Clayton Powell Jr. for Harlem’s congressional seat by 150 votes.

But like Ed Koch, Rangel was a product of a time more than a place, because Harlem now wasn’t Harlem then, and the racial demographics he’d built his career on were changing. The Workers’ Paradise had existed during a period of exclusion, but since the Hart-Celler Act in 1965 had upped national quotas for immigration, an estimated 80,000 legal immigrants a year, along with as many as half a million illegals, had already come to New York, complicating and globalizing ethnicity, class, and culture in New York; discussing the city solely in terms of White and Black missed that tidal change. The number of Chinese had tripled since 1960 and would grow faster. Negotiations over Hong Kong sent worried money into underpriced real estate in Manhattan’s Chinatown, pushing its boundaries well beyond a few colorful blocks south of Canal. Those with capital started restaurants, which employed almost exclusively men, while women went to the garment industry; New York’s biggest local, Local 23-35 of the ILGWU (International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union), was two thirds Chinese. Dominicans, the next largest group of immigrants, moved into Washington Heights, where they worked in light manufacturing, auto repair, grocery stores, and building services. The first Korean groceries opened. The Refugee Act of 1980 would bring a new and incredibly diverse surge: political refugees from Ethiopia, South and Central America, and the Soviet Union. As early as June of 1981, Brighton Beach was known as Little Odessa, with a quarter of its businesses owned by Soviet Jews. City Planning now had a Department of Immigrant Affairs. “Soon we be like American people,” said one émigré. “Soon we pay mortgages.”

Few of those new seeds were landing in Harlem, though. Eventually “most of the people with disposable income chose to leave Harlem for greener pastures,” said Lloyd Williams, president of the Greater Harlem Chamber of Commerce, taking their money with them to Long Island or Brooklyn, weakening the networks that had once held the neighborhood together. Manhattan was becoming proportionally Whiter not because of Whites moving in but because of Blacks leaving Harlem—60% of its population left between 1950 and 1980. A community is the sum of potential connections around institutional networks, so less density and failing institutions meant a more fragile community with fewer ties to the rest of the city. Those who stayed in Harlem remembered its Jane Jacobs past of watchful eyes and kids playing in the streets, all the same things Whites fetishized about their own old neighborhoods, but trying to hold on amid a 40% poverty rate and an infant mortality rate twice the rest of the city’s didn’t draw the attention of SoHo lofts. Brownstoning here wasn’t about Lifestyle; it meant keeping buildings from going in rem or helping squatters rehab abandoned shells. Rangel and the rest of the Gang of Four offered few answers. Much of their patronage now came through the HUDC, a UDC subsidiary charged in the early ’70s with devising an old-school urban renewal plan for Harlem and used by the Gang of Four to direct jobs and money to their chosen banks and developers. The problem was that there wasn’t any new private development and the HUDC’s big plan, an International Trade Center on Lenox, showed no signs of ever being built.


OEBPS/e9781982149802/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982149802/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982149802/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982149802/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982149802/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982149802/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982149802/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Introduction


		Part I: Renaissance

		Chapter One: “I Love New York” Day


		Chapter Two: Something It Hadn’t Been


		Chapter Three: New York Equalize You


		Chapter Four: Every Night a Different Channel


		Chapter Five: To Lake Ladoga, and Beyond


		Chapter Six: The Age of the Individual


		Chapter Seven: Be a Card-Carrying Capitalist


		Chapter Eight: They Begin to Blossom


		Chapter Nine: The Devil and Ed Koch


		Chapter Ten: From Queens Come Kings!


		Chapter Eleven: Building the Bonfire








		Part II: Reconsideration

		Chapter Twelve: The Age of Atonement


		Chapter Thirteen: A Psychic Turning Point


		Chapter Fourteen: Dave, Do Something!


		Chapter Fifteen: Mayor School


		Chapter Sixteen: The End of the One-Tribe Nation


		Chapter Seventeen: You Were on Your Own








		Part III: Reformation

		Chapter Eighteen: More Like the Rest of America


		Chapter Nineteen: Larceny in Everyone’s Heart


		Chapter Twenty: Cyber City


		Chapter Twenty-one: Whose World Is This?


		Chapter Twenty-two: Heat Is Quality


		Chapter Twenty-three: Stand Clear of the Closing Doors

		September 11, 2001














		Part IV: Reimagination

		Chapter Twenty-four: The Pile, the Pit, and the Bullpen


		Chapter Twenty-five: Oz Wasn’t Built in a Day


		Chapter Twenty-six: “B’klyn Cheers, Trembles”


		Chapter Twenty-seven: Too Big to Fail


		Chapter Twenty-eight: Hard Landings








		Epilogue


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Introduction


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		XIX


		XX


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466


		467


		468


		469


		470


		471


		472


		473


		474


		475


		476


		477


		478


		479


		480


		481


		482


		483


		484


		485


		486


		487


		488


		489


		490


		491


		492


		493


		494


		495


		496


		497


		498


		499


		500


		501


		502


		503


		504


		505


		506


		507


		508


		509


		510


		511


		512


		513


		514


		515


		516


		517


		518


		519


		520


		521


		522


		523


		524








OEBPS/e9781982149802/fonts/RobotoCondensed-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982149802/images/9781982149802.jpg
A W e N D R S
¥R BP0 T I N |






OEBPS/e9781982149802/images/title.jpg
New York, New York, New York

Four Decades of Success,
Excess, and Transformation

Thomas Dyja

Simon & Schuster New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






OEBPS/e9781982149802/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


