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  Back in 1675 when Isaac Newton famously wrote in his letter to fellow scientist Robert Hooke, “If I have seen further, it is by standing upon the shoulders of giants,” he perhaps didn’t realize how much that sentiment also applies to writers. Anyone reading and writing about New York City has had the honor of standing upon the shoulders of many giants and luminous New Yorkers including Wayne Barrett, Robert Fitch, Juan Gonzalez, and Jack Newfield among many others. Their influence and inspiration on this work is obvious. This small book is an attempt to further their causes. And no book, great or small, could be completed without the support, not to mention tolerance, of family and friends, especially my wife Jingmin, and our two wonderful children, Heather and Christopher.











  
Chapter 1





  From its inception New York has been a city of contradiction. In its early Dutch days as New Amsterdam it was a beacon of cultural tolerance when compared to surrounding New England, symbolized by the Flushing Remonstrance of 1657 (Flushing then known as “Vlissengen”) that challenged director-general Peter Stuyvescent’s suppression of Quaker settlers, yet its Dutch history featured two bloody conflicts and fairly consistent shady dealings with the indigenous population. In the mid-eighteenth century, New York was one of the first cities to grant voting rights to African-Americans who met property owning qualifications when just a few years before rumors of a widespread slave uprising (slaves made up about 20 percent of the city’s population) sparked a witch hunt and series of executions, of both black and white persons, that compare with the more infamous episodes in Salem. New York was the first capital of the independent US despite the fact that it was the first city occupied by the British during the War of Independence (New Yorkers celebrated “Evacuation Day” for many years afterward). Nineteenth-century New York was a city of Irish and German immigrants while also being the city of the Know-Nothings. Far from being a liberal center of abolitionism, the civil war era featured a mostly slavery accommodating bourgeoisie up to the start of the war and later the very anti-black draft riots, then the largest urban insurrection in American history.




  This continues to the current day. For decades now New York has been billed a city of renaissance and prosperity, its present constantly compared to “darker” days of the late 1970s and other periods. Yet New York’s poverty rate (and near poverty rate) during the 1970s equaled the national rate (in the 1960s, New York’s rate was two-thirds the national rate); it now dwarfs the national rate by more than 40 percent. As of 2016 New York’s poverty was 19.5 percent. The poverty rate, along with the near poverty rate, officially up to $47,634 a year for a family of four, encompasses almost half the city. Large stretches of the city are more and more becoming a playground for millionaires and tourists, the waterfronts colonized by luxury condominiums. High-end buildings designed by star architects dot the landscape and celebrity chefs open restaurant after restaurant. New York is celebrated as one of the world’s centers of diversity, and the city government celebrates New York’s role as a sanctuary city, meanwhile the city has one of the most segregated school systems in the country. The Rust Belt has drawn the lion’s share of media focus regarding the opioids epidemic, parts of New York have been hit as badly as anywhere – if the Bronx were a state (its half-million population makes it roughly equal to Wyoming) its rate of overdose deaths, 34 per 100,000 people, would be second only to West Virginia1. The Bronx has long been the poorest urban county in the United States. New York has some of the highest priced housing in the world, and a homeless population of over 60,000.




  The process by which New York became safer and more glamorous while becoming poorer and less equal speaks to economic, political, and cultural dynamics that go back decades. For urban areas these dynamics can perhaps be broadly described as deindustrialization and gentrification. Obviously these dynamics are highly symbiotic and apply to cities far beyond New York; in fact they can probably be applied to some extent to every American city. As federal money has been withdrawn, cities are pitted against each other in a global economy. Cities that are said to have transitioned from an industrial-based economy (Pittsburgh, Seattle, San Francisco) are considered superstar cities whereas others are considered failures (Detroit, Baltimore, St. Louis). Urbanist Richard Florida describes the process as “winner-take-all” urbanism where cities fiercely compete for businesses. In 2018 this was seen in its most grotesque form with dozens of cities competing through very lucrative subsidy offers to win the honor of hosting Amazon’s second headquarters, only to see Amazon in the end dividing its promised 50,000 jobs among two metro areas already considered “superstars,” including New York where Amazon originally planned to build a headquarters in rapidly gentrifying Long Island City, Queens. The plan included $3 billion worth of subsidies for Amazon. One of New York’s booming waterfronts, no other neighborhood in the country in recent years has added as many new apartments as Long Island City. According to a study by RENTCafe, since 2010 Long Island City has added nearly twice as many apartments as Downtown Los Angeles, the neighborhood that was second on the list2. The average income along the waterfront is $138,000. Fortunately, local opposition forced Amazon to back out of the deal.




  Or cities compete in attracting what Florida calls the “creative class” through universities and infrastructure initiatives, and/or tourism. Prominent industries, such as technology and finance, despite their obvious global reach, tend to be highly concentrated in selected cities. The cities that win the game become playgrounds for tourists, urban professionals, and the global elite’s lives of consumption, with immigrants and the working class providing the labor in the service economy. Those cities that fail sink further in economic stagnation, population decline, and poverty. According to the Brookings Institute, between 2010 and 2017 nearly half of the country’s total employment growth occurred in 20 large metro areas, while the Economic Innovation Group reveals that from 2010 to 2014 five metro areas3, New York, Miami, Los Angeles, Houston, and Dallas, produced as big an increase as the rest of the country combined (with the New York and Washington metro regions accounting for roughly half of the net increase across the country between 2007 and 2016)4.




  As the defeated Amazon deal illustrates, an important part of the process, at least from the point of view of private companies, is subsidies. According to a report by the Citizens Budget Commission, New York spent $9.9 billion on state and local development in 2018, up 17 percent from 2016. State costs were $4.8 billion, an increase of $965 million from 2016. Local tax expenditures increased $458 million5.




  For a majority of the twentieth century New York was a city of industrial workers. While the percentage of workers engaged in manufacturing peaked in 1910 at just over 40 percent, the overall number of workers engaged in manufacturing increased every decade in the first half of the century with the exception of Depression years of the 1930s. In the immediate aftermath of World War II, obviously the driver for pushing New York’s manufacturing production to an all-time high, New York’s workforce numbered 3.3 million of which fewer than 700,000 were professionals or managers. In 1950, though by then seven of the ten largest cities in the US had a higher percentage of their workforces engaged in manufacturing than New York, New York contained more manufacturing jobs than Boston, Detroit, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles put together6.




  Beyond the sheer numbers of New York’s industrial economy was its uniqueness. Given New York’s density and high land costs, its factories were much smaller than the vast Fordist factories of Pittsburgh and Gary. In 1947 manufacturing establishments employed on average 25 workers, less than half the national average of 59. When companies expanded and their production standardized, they would more often than not leave New York for roomier places. In New York manufacturing was diverse and flexible, a Silicon Valley of sorts that generated a disproportionate amount of US patents; at its peak there were more than 70,000 firms in various stages of production. Much of the production was specialized in areas such as machinery and custom-made jewelry. Its garment industry was well attuned to changing styles and trends. In absolute terms New York had a goods-producing economy of unprecedented size and complexity. Just as present day cities with thriving tech industries are known for their clusters of idea networks, flexibility, and spillover effects that combine to spur innovation so Joshua Freeman in Working Class New York describes New York’s garment industry:






   In some cases versatility was a trait of individual businesses. In other cases it was a trait of constellations of firms, each of which in itself might be quite specialized. For example, the apparel industry was not really one industry but many...Within each of these sectors were jobbers, who designed and sold apparel and sometimes cut the needed material; contractors, who made apparel from material and specifications given them by others; and manufactures who performed both functions7.







  Of course, there is always a risk of romanticizing the past. Factory work can be back-breaking and post-industrial New York is a less polluted, healthier city. The very pro-corporate Mayor Bloomberg was on the forefront of good “nanny state” reforms such as banning smoking in restaurants and bars and trans-fats from city menus. However, there is no way around the increased poverty and inequality the economic transformation has unleashed. A basic source of economic inequality in cities stems from the division between professionals earning high (or at least very livable salaries) and the working class working in low-wage jobs in the service economy. Such is where manufacturing is missed. In 2013, manufacturing jobs in New York City paid $51,000 a year on average, compared with $25,416 for positions in retail, hotel, and restaurant sectors8. To get a nationwide sense of the American job picture consider that the largest private employers are currently low wage service sector jobs: Wal-Mart (fortunately outlawed in New York), Amazon, Kroger, Yum! Brands (the corporation that operates Taco Bell, KFC, and Pizza Hut), and Home Depot.




  The national economic transformation had its origins in New York. And from the beginning city planning and policy was as large a factor as any other in making it happen. New York’s famous 1916 zoning law, the first comprehensive zoning law in American history, was driven in part by the proximity of Manhattan businesses to the shopping district of 5th Ave. A century ago business in New York often meant factories and New York’s center featured the Garment District. Factories paying lower rent threatened nearby property values. The zoning law established separate commercial, industrial, and residential districts in Manhattan (the outer boroughs were classified “unrestricted” meaning the three could be mixed). If separating residential and industrial districts has the defendable result of isolating industrial pollution to a limited extent, the zoning law also isolated industry and the working class.




  The latter idea seems to have been on the minds of planners. Economist Robert Haig summarized it like this:




 

    Some of the poorest people live in conveniently located slums on high-priced land. On patrician Fifth Avenue, Tiffany and Woolworth, cheek by jowl, offer jewels and jimcracks from substantially identical sites...A stone’s throw from the stock exchange the air is filled with the aroma of roasting coffee; a few hundred feet from Times Square with the stench of slaughter houses. In the very heart of this “commercial” city, on Manhattan Island south of 59th street, the inspectors in 1922 found nearly 420,000 workers employed in factories. Such a situation outrages one’s sense of order. Everything seems misplaced. One yearns to rearrange things to put things where they belong.







  In 1929 the first Regional Plan Association (RPA) report was released. Founded in 1922, the RPA bills itself on its current webpage as “America’s most distinguished urban research and advocacy organization” and “an indispensable source of ideas and plans for policy makers and opinion shapers across the Tri-state region.” Its yearly conference is an event. The cornerstone of the RPA is seldom but vast plans it issues. There have been four in its history: The first in 1929, the second in 1968, the third in 1996, the most recent in November 2017.




  Like practically all civic associations the RPA has been dominated by business and real estate interests. In 1929, under the leadership of planner Thomas Adams, there was the Rockefeller Foundation, powerful Brooklyn landowner FB. Pratt (son of the more famous Charles Pratt), major Queens landowner Charles G. Meyer, Robert De Forest, a former politician who owned much undeveloped land on Long Island, Dwight Marrow of Morgan Bank, also a director of New York Central Railroad, Frederic Delano, uncle of the future president and director of numerous railroads, and an officer from the Otis Elevator Company, elevators being a necessary technology for skyscrapers. The RPA project was funded largely by the Russell Sage Foundation – Russell Sage being the nineteenth-century finance and railroad baron, (and robber baron). After Sage died in 1906 his wife Margaret Olivia Sage established the foundation with a $10 million gift. The foundation was the main financer of the Forest Hills Garden, a wealthy, private neighborhood in Central Queens.




  While intentionally trying to avoid using the word, the 1929 plan was an exercise in decentralization. The plan envisioned a sprawling collection of bridges and highways out of New York City. The George Washington Bridge (construction started in 1927, according to the RPA webpage, “Based on RPA’s recommendation in the first regional plan, the Port Authority relocated a planned Hudson River crossing at 57th Street and replaced it with the George Washington Bridge at 178th Street”), the Whitestone Bridge (1939), the destructive Cross Bronx Expressway, the Henry Hudson Parkway, and the Verrazano Bridge (1964 – RPA’s webpage: “effectively completed the regional highway system that had been proposed by RPA in 1929”), were all built according to RPA proposals.




  The same has been true for deindustrialization. The RPA’s plan envisioned a Manhattan cleansed almost entirely of manufacturing below 59th Street, including the entire West Side below 14th Street. What was to remain were a few scattered pockets. Most crucially, the plan called for New York’s port, the harbor being what gave New York its edge over early rivals Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore making it the largest city in the country (about three-quarters of the country’s wholesale trade in the early 1950s was transacted through New York9), to be moved across the water to Elizabeth, New Jersey. This was all achieved.




  Of course, none of it could be done overnight. Critics who underestimate the effect of the RPA plan due to the timeframe of its eventual achievement are misguided. Development is a long game, far beyond the whims of daily politics. The image needn’t be one of mustache-twirling villains pulling strings in a sinister puppet show (though in the case of the Rockefellers it can be said that David and Nelson furthered John Jr.’s cause). The point is elite planning being realized in the long run and such planning is endemic and generational. In 1929 “globalization” wasn’t a glamourous word and things like containerization weren’t part of any vocabulary. Either the members of the RPA in 1929 were unbelievably prescient or simply interested in their own vision and interests.




  To begin with the plan ran smack into the Great Depression then World War II. Tammany Hall, long the machine of the Democratic Party in New York, specialized in working-class patronage and served as a counterforce. The rise of the Reform wing of the Democrats in the early 1960s, signified by the reelection of Robert Wagner in 1961 after his break from Tammany, provided an opening. By then there had been other plans put forward in the same spirit of the 1929 plan. In 1958 the Downtown Lower Manhattan Association (D-LMA) was founded by David Rockefeller. Rockefeller would become president of Chase Bank 2 years later and move the bank’s headquarters downtown to One Chase Manhattan Plaza. Robert Moses encouraged Rockefeller to develop a plan for the area leading to D-LMA’s forming.




  In 1961 the city put forward its second major zoning law (after the first in 1916). The 1961 Zoning Resolution substantially shrunk manufacturing zones in Manhattan. Heavy industry was to be moved to the outer boroughs and light manufacturing limited only to Manhattan’s waterfronts. The central areas were cleared out as foreseen by the 1929 plan (the 1961 Resolution divides the entire city into commercial, residential, and industrial zones, not just Manhattan as in the 1916 Zoning). Despite still paying lip service to the importance of manufacturing to the city’s economy, official policy was geared toward its elimination.




  Like the RPA, D-LMA has from its inception been a vehicle for financial and real estate interests. Its webpage declares D-MLA to be “Downtown stakeholders committed to the vibrant business community.” Other players in D-LMA’s founding included G. Keith Funston, then head of the stock exchange, Henry S. Morgan of Morgan Stanley, and Fred Ecker of Metropolitan Life (Met Life was the mortgage holder for Rockefeller Center and a major real estate investor in New York). Its immediate purpose was to lobby for projects meant to expand the downtown financial district and build upper-class housing for its workers. Rockefeller had his eyes on what he termed “gray areas.” “The main problem arises, not the populous core or on the outer fringes where growth is taking place, but in the gray areas between the two...these gray areas are left behind, not in the sense of being abandoned, but in the sense of enjoying the best or highest use10.” This was an official way of saying smallish industrial lofts no longer had a place downtown.




  Again this couldn’t be an overnight affair and it is worth noting that the planners didn’t get everything. The Lower Manhattan Expressway, a project originating with Robert Moses in the 1940s, and often described simply as a battle between Moses and Jane Jacobs (Jacobs chaired the Joint Committee to Stop the Lower Manhattan Expressway – the expressway would have run straight through Greenwich Village and SoHo cutting Washington Square Park into pieces) was defeated despite support from the D-LMA which argued the highway would provide efficient transportation to the planned high-rise buildings. Another project, a housing complex along the East River called “Manhattan Landing,” never got off the ground, though the South Street Seaport, a shopping mall in the guise of an old port, was built in its place.




  However the planners got plenty. A centerpiece was the World Trade Center (aka The Twin Towers). The World Trade Center was proposed in 1960 and opened in 1973, for a few years the towers were the tallest buildings in the world. For the infantile idea that the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center were somehow an attack on “capitalism,” the World Trade Center site has always been owned by the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey. Founded in 1921, the authority is a joint state controlled and subsidized venture that operates the ports, the Holland and Lincoln Tunnels, and the George Washington Bridge, as well as running the city’s two main airports (the authority pays the city rent for the airports). The most immediate results of the World Trade Center’s development were the orchestrated transfer of New York’s primary port to New Jersey, the accomplishment longed for by elite planners since the late 1920s, and the destruction of 30,000 manufacturing jobs along what was Radio Row, a 13-block stretch of small electronic businesses. It was state-directed deindustrialization. For much of their history, the towers were full of unprofitable state agencies and were a drain on the city’s coffers. By 1979 the World Trade Center cost the city $700 million in lost real estate taxes.




  Over on the Westside stands Battery Park City. Built mostly on a landfill created from the debris of the World Trade Center’s construction, Battery Park City, under the auspice of the Battery Park Authority, another public benefit corporation, is a 92-acre planned community along the Hudson River. The authority was established in 1969, the project has been built since the 1980s. The original idea was to nicely house Wall Street workers and this to some extent has been the case though families now make up an increasing portion of residents. Its dozens of acres of green space are highly touted, but prices remain well beyond most city residents.




  The loss of the port undoubtedly accelerated New York’s deindustrialization. It is a fact that by this time containerization was a reality reducing the size of the longshoreman’s workforce. In 1954 over 35,000 men were registered with the Waterfront Commission. By 1970 there were 21,60011. New Jersey offered more open land for larger factories and more optimal rail connections for containers. However it is also true that the Port Authority, being courted by New Jersey, invested hundreds of millions in the New Jersey waterfront while New York, due to planning and political rivalry12, in fairness the city was slow, for reasons of pride and cronyism, to allow the authority to take over its port, allowed its docks to become outdated. When money was eventually spent it was spent inefficiently (the Port Authority eventually did build a container port in Red Hook, Brooklyn. At 80 acres it can accommodate no more than 150,000 containers a year. Port Authority’s four ports in New Jersey, encompassing over 2000 acres, move roughly 6 million annually). The result of all of this was that New York’s deindustrialization came earlier and faster than the deindustrialization of other American cities. Between 1964 and 1976, the number of trucking and warehousing jobs increased nationally while dropping sharply in New York after 1970. Overall, more than 700,000 manufacturing jobs disappeared in New York between 1950 and 1990, an epoch when national factory employment actually rose by a third.




  Conservative critics, as is always their wont, have pointed to high taxes as the driving force. Specifically a 1966 package of tax increases. The package was generally proposed by Mayor John Lindsay but necessarily approved by Governor Rockefeller and the state legislature – it is interesting to note that in the State Senate, then under Republican control, about an equal number of Republicans and Democrats voted for and against the bill (the State Assembly was more heavily Democrat and voted for it). The bill included a personal income tax starting at 0.4 percent topping at 2 percent, a flat tax commuter tax of 0.25 percent, a 25 percent jump in the stock transfer tax, and a general business tax that replaced the city’s gross receipts tax13.




  There was plenty of justification for the increases. New York faced a budget deficit in the mid-1960s, and though certainly his reputation would be in tatters a decade later, Lindsay was credited at the time with saving the budget. With the new income tax it was necessary to balance it with a commuter tax. This was a period when the suburbs were all the rage and the city couldn’t provide further incentives to the many that already favored suburbanization. The idea of the business tax change was to place more of the burden on profitable industries like finance and less on high-volume, low-margin industrial businesses such as printers and garment manufacturers. Under the gross revenue tax that was in place the burden was on such low-margin businesses and decades earlier LaGuardia had exempted banks, the city’s most profitable industry. Therefore some reform was needed. Evidence suggests that in reality the initial tax of 5.5 percent was high enough to increase the burden on low-margin businesses. A 1974 study by the city’s Budget Bureau estimated that between 1966 and 1971 the city lost 44,500 factory jobs it would not have if the tax burden had been less severe. It would be naïve to totally discount taxes. Yet assuming the Budget Bureau’s number is correct, taxes would hardly be the greatest factor. In the long run there is the context of the 1961 Zoning Resolution, the loss of the port, the planned expansion of the Central Business District. D-LMA’s 1969 report celebrated that between 1957 and 1968 there were 26 buildings built 20 stories or higher. The building boom of the late 1960s-early 1970s saw over 66 million feet of office space added in Manhattan. Taxes were comparatively minor in their effect.




  The term “gentrification” was coined by sociologist Ruth Glass in the introduction to her 1964 book London: Aspects of Change. Describing what she saw happening in Central London at the time, Glass wrote:




 

    One by one, many of the working class quarters of London have been invaded by the middle classes – upper and lower. Shabby, modest mews and cottages – two rooms up and down – have been taken over, when their leases have expired, and have become elegant, expensive residences. Larger Victorian houses, downgraded in an earlier or recent period have been upgraded once again...Once this process of “gentrification” starts in a district, it goes on rapidly until all or most of the original working class occupiers are displaced, and the whole social character of the district is changed14.







  Glass’s coinage was ironically rooted in the class structure of the English countryside with its rural gentry, the well born, landed, “genteel” class that was just below the nobility. The term “gentrification” poked fun at the new urban gentry for its implicit anti-urbanism in their taste for the “natural” way of life that was apparent in so many of the Victorian home renovations – natural wood, open fires (such a critique remains obvious today)15.




  At the same time, or even a bit earlier, as Glass was formulating the concept of gentrification in London, parts of Brooklyn were undergoing a similar dynamic. Today Brooklyn is a global brand, synonymous with gentrification, artists, hipsters, and techies – a transformation from a gritty past to the essence of urban chic. Central to this image is Brooklyn’s large stock of brownstones that stand in the eastern and central sections of the borough. A single brownstone on the market fetches millions. However, most of these brownstones, a brownstone being a type of row house distinguished by the 4-to-6 inch thick sandstone veneer covering the building’s front side, at the time they were constructed were cheap and mechanized. Suleiman Osman, in his book The Invention of Brownstone Brooklyn, writes that “while over time they would weather and develop richly unique surfaces, brownstones were in original design no more or less authentic than a Levittown Cape Cod.”16 At a time in the nineteenth century when the wealthy preferred marble or expensive stone, the sandstone of brownstones was a cheaper, mass-produced substitute. Built in a speculative frenzy many brownstones were shabbily built and quick to decay. How did cheap mass-produced structures become chic?




  The neighborhood Brooklyn Heights was a starting point. In 1960 only 9 percent of 11,457 housing units in Brooklyn Heights were occupied by residents who arrived before World War II. A high percentage, 36 percent, arrived between 1958 and 196017. In nearby Park Slope, a group calling itself the Park Slope Betterment Committee was founded in 1966 by Everett Ortner and began buying properties and advertising them through real estate brokers to white collar workers. The committee would soon have its own magazine The Brownstoner. Brooklyn Union Gas Company also got involved in renovating buildings at Prospect Place, a process known as “Cinderella Schemes,” schemes that attempted to bring about change by stimulating private sector investment in threatened neighborhoods. Brooklyn Union’s project was financed by the Federal Housing Association and New York Savings Bank18.




  Park Slope’s brownstones, while certainly not as grand as some of the upscale housing in Brooklyn Heights (New York’s first suburb), were at first housing for Brooklyn’s middle class. The expanding subway would pull the middle-class brownstoners further east in new neighborhoods such as Flatbush and Carnasie. The void was filled by working-class Irish and Italians with many of the brownstones subdivided. By the 1940s 75 percent of Park Slope’s housing stock was rooming houses with absentee landlords. During the Depression, The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) rated most of greater Brownstone Brooklyn, outside of Brooklyn Heights and the blocks surrounding Prospect Park (Brooklyn’s version of Central Park), as Yellow (“Definitely Declining”) or Red (“Hazardous ”), i.e. redlined. It is significant to note that these classifications weren’t only race-based but class-based – most of the area’s inhabitants were white ethnics19.




  Of course, before there was any such brownstone movement the area that composed Brownstone Brooklyn was vast and diverse. It featured African-American neighborhoods such as Bedford-Stuyvesant and Fort Greene, the Gold Coast areas that encompassed the blocks of Brooklyn Heights surrounding Montague Street and parts of Park Slope, and whole sections where the descendants of European immigrants mixed with increasing Black and Puerto Rican populations. Since practically all of it was built long before the 1961 rezoning, industry mixed with residential areas.




  According to Osman, the brownstoning pioneers, inspired perhaps by writers such as Truman Capote and Norman Mailer, who wrote about moving to Brooklyn from Manhattan, saw Brooklyn as an “urban wilderness.” In a rebellion against the suburbs as well as the bland modernist mechanized buildings of Robert Moses’ “slum clearance,” Brooklyn’s brownstones apparently offered an air of authenticity to go along with cheaper living space. Over in Park Slope there developed one of the largest communities of lesbians in the US. According to Tamar Rothenberg in an essay titled “And She Told Two Friends: Lesbians Creating Urban Space,” this community came together through word of mouth networking.




  It is important to point out that this early gentrification was an exception to general urban disinvestment. This was still the time of white flight and abandonment. Much of Brownstone Brooklyn was redlined. In 1972 the annual Brownstone Conference was established by a Brooklyn realtor, its initial purpose was to act as a brownstone bank as an alternative around redlining by mortgage companies and banks. Many brownstoners performed their own renovations (known as “sweat equity”).




  In gentrification literature such trends are broadly categorized as consumption-based explanations. Such explanations tend to be predominant in public discourse. Fast forward to present day New York and explanations for gentrification go something like this: When the crime rate in New York plummeted, the city became popular for more people, particularly young people, who perhaps grew up watching shows like Seinfeld, Friends, and How I Met Your Mother, as well as wealthier people. Increased demand makes housing costs higher – hence gentrification. As one neighborhood flips, the wave moves to the next, with subway lines (such as the L and G trains in Brooklyn) often cited as the wave’s carriers. Accounts in the press are peppered with images of hipsters moving into former ghettos causing organic markets and foodie restaurants to open, and thereby rents to increase. It has reached the point where being a gentrifier itself has become a concept, even a responsibility – one to be handled delicately. A simple Google search brings up a host of posts along the lines of “10 Rules for being a Good Gentrifier,” “20 Ways not to be a Gentrifier,” “9 Tips to be a Good Neighbor if You’re a Gentrifier,” “Being a Neighbor in the Gentrification Era.” Predictably this involves banalities such as talking to your neighbors,” local shopping, volunteering, being courteous, etc.




  Cultural trends will inevitably be a factor in any demographic trends. For one thing the average age of marriage has trended up for decades. As of 2017 the average age of a man getting married for the first time is 29.5, for women 27.4. In 1980 the average age for women was 22 (much of the marriage delay is due to college-educated professionals, the demographic that could be described as gentifiers. The working-class family is in shambles20). Never-married adults under 65 now make up 36 percent of the US population, up 10 percent from 1990. Cities are simply more interesting than suburbs for young single professionals, particularly if they have any money to spend. Of course, creative types have always called cities home. Back in 1989 sociologist Jon Caulfield argued that in a nation of suburbs: “Old city places offer difference and freedom, privacy and fantasy, possibilities for carnival...A big city is an encyclopedia of sexual possibility,” a characterization to be grasped in its wider sense; the city is “the place of our meeting with the other.”




  Getting back to Brownstone Brooklyn, it is vital to recognize economics. As Osman writes:




 

    A dilapidated brownstone in Brooklyn Heights was astonishingly large and cheap in a suffocatingly tight market. To buy a new three-room cooperative apartment on the East Side of Manhattan in 1958 would require $15,000 and $175 in monthly maintenance fees. In Brooklyn Heights whole brownstones with four floors, several bathrooms, large kitchens, private stoops, and small yards were selling for as little as $30,000.21







  An additional layer to consider is that in 1976 Park Slope had its highest rate of buildings, 7.1 percent, in 5+ quarters of tax arrears, meaning that the buildings most likely were abandoned.22 Coop and condo conversions began in 1977. Prior to 1977 there was no real interest from developers for such conversions. This is a credible reflection of what is known as the rent gap. In 1979 geographer Neil Smith published his theory of the rent gap. The basic point of the rent gap is quite simple: property ownership entitles for the collection of ground rent – the rent that owners are able to charge tenants to use (including live in) their property. This of course depends on a host of factors including location, size, municipal law, etc. The rent gap springs up when the ground rent that is actually being appropriated by the landlord, the capitalized ground rent, diverges enough from the potential ground rent, which is the maximum that could be gained if the land was being put to its “highest and best use,” i.e. its most profitable use.




  Put another way, the rent gap occurs when property values decline enough to be a good investment. Or perhaps even simpler, property becomes cheap enough to be enticing. Central to the process is disinvestment, decline, and stigmentation. Why else were Brooklyn’s brownstone’s a cheap, spacious investment? If the initial work was pioneering sweat equity, as Smith put it:




 

    Gentrification occurs when the gap is wide enough that developers can purchase shells cheaply, can pay the builders’ costs and profit for rehabilitation, can pay interest on mortgage and construction loans, and can sell the end product for a sale price that leaves a satisfactory return to the developer.23







  The recycling is the shift from disinvestment to reinvestment. It was disinvestment in its various forms that triggered the epoch known as the urban crisis. A generalized pattern of disinvestment according to the rent gap theory starts with the fact that new urban investment in a market economy is built to gain the highest return. Initially the price of property will reflect the value of the property’s location, use, demographic, etc. As nearby development expands, the value of the investment may increase for a time. However, given that capital invested in land is anchored there, it is vulnerable to trends that upset the original local dynamic that built the neighborhood. Smith identified three broad factors of disruption: advances in the productiveness of labor (basically meaning advances in technology, landlords are left with buildings that were designed for best use decades ago), changing styles (including more efficient style techniques), and physical wear and tear. When the eventual and inevitable depreciation presents itself and neighborhoods become less economically competitive while buildings age and require maintenance landlords in certain neighborhoods most affected will develop less incentive to keep up investment in their properties (landlords differ from owner occupants in that they view their properties as strictly investments). In areas considered to be in decline, this is a rational, if gruesome, response.




  Neighborhoods in decline attract poorer residents which can cause a spiral of further disinvestment as residents with means relocate. Landlords will create subdivisions within properties, essentially cramming tenants into spaces to extract as much rent as possible. The next step is for landlords to cease any upkeep of their properties and “milk” the property – make no investment, create smaller subdivisions, squeeze the most rent as possible from poor tenants. As the process is going on, banks and other financial institutions withdraw from such a neighborhood, classifying investments there as too risky, making mortgages and loans for businesses difficult to acquire. When landlords can no longer make a property profitable enough to cover taxes or upkeep the final step is abandonment. This increases popular stigmatization of the neighborhood as a ghetto. Abandonment is contagious as nearby landlords are motivated to do the same as adjacent properties are abandoned. The most extreme action a property owner could take is arson for profit – have the property burned down and collect insurance money.




  Such decline in modern American history has, of course, been bound to racial politics. As the Second Great Migration of African-Americans to northern cities commenced, a product of the mechanization of southern agriculture in the aftermath of the 1938 Agricultural Act and the expansion of the war economy during World War II, neighborhoods where black migrants settled were met with redlining.




  In 1933, in the midst of the Great Depression, FDR signed the HOLC into law. HOLC’s main purpose was to fund the refinancing of tens of thousands of mortgages in or at risk of foreclosure and it even granted low-interest rate loans to enable owners to recover lost homes. Between 1933 and 1935 HOLC supplied over $3 billion for over a million mortgages. HOLC made two signature contributions to the housing industry. First it introduced the long-term, self-amortizing mortgage with consistent payments for the whole term of the loan (previously mortgages were only for 5-10 years with the loan needing to be renewed leaving the owner at the mercy of the money market). Second, HOLC systemized appraisal methods across the country. The lasting dark side of this is that it introduced redlining. The basics of this were the HOLC dividing neighborhoods into four categories: green, blue, yellow, and red with red being neighborhoods unworthy of investment. It goes without saying that black neighborhoods, even neighborhoods with emerging black populations, were marked red, though as we’ve seen class in general was a major factor as well. These standards were adopted by the Federal Housing Authority when it came into being in June 1934. A manual for Federal Housing Authority (FHA) assessors gave instructions to reject loan applications for “all blocks in which there are more than 10 percent Negros or race other than white,” adding also “areas where there are considerable number of Italians or Jews in the lower income group.” As late as 1959, only 2 percent of all FHA insured housing loans were held by non-white borrowers.




  There was also the phenomenon of blockbusting. In white neighborhoods with declining property values, particularly if owners were occupying the properties, real estate agents would promote white flight by buying several homes and selling those to black buyers at exorbitant rates. This caused the surrounding houses to lose value quickly as white owners rushed to sell, hastening neighborhood decline. Popular notions about ghettoization and “culture” are so inherent that the racism and classism hardly generate an ounce of scrutiny. How often in popular conversation does one hear the word “ghetto” associated with banks, capital flight, or disinvestment?




  Yet when the capitalized ground rent falls enough, particularly in a region with some level of population and employment growth, it can become potentially lucrative for investors and developers. As the capitalized ground rent falls, the potential ground rent is rising (again the difference between the two is the rent gap). Coinciding with cultural trends, which just as often aren’t organic but created by economics and advertising, and subsequent herd behavior, such is the dynamic that brings gentrification.




  Gentrification literature broadly divides gentrification into periods, or waves. First-Wave Gentrification began sometime in the 1950s, lasting until the economic recession of the early 1970s. Gentrification during this period was localized and sporadic. This was the time of white flight and suburbanization, making gentrification an exception to urban disinvestment (of course such disinvested neighborhoods were the target of early gentrification). Though that was the case this isolated gentrification had state support. There were the Housing Acts of 1949 and 1954 that provided federal funding to the clearing of blighted areas.




  Second-Wave Gentrification began in the aftermath of the 1970s recession, during which time more neighborhoods underwent disinvestment making their declining property values attractive to developers and investors. Encompassing the post-recession 1970s through much of the 1980s (until Black Monday in October 1987 and the subsequent real estate crash), during this wave gentrification became anchored – along with resistance to it. In New York gentrification was solidified and expanded in downtown neighborhoods such as Tribeca, SoHo, and the Lower East Side. It was also the period when neoliberalism became entrenched as urban (and national) policy – what David Harvey describes as the shift from “urban managerialism” to “urban entrepreneurialism.”24 This shift was characterized by the rise of public-private partnerships and powerful subsidized developers. This period saw projects such as the South Street Seaport in New York and the expansions of the Inner Harbor in Baltimore and Faneuil Hall in Boston.




  It was also the time New York became truly a global city in terms of finance and real estate (along with people as the 1965 Immigration Act took greater effect). By 1981 the US had become the leading recipient of foreign direct investment (FDI); previously the US had been the largest exporter of investment. The mid-1980s saw the US receive about 50 percent of global FDI, and about 60 percent of FDI by developed countries (in the 1970s only 9 percent of FDI by developed countries landed in the US).25 For New York it was a time of sensational headlines about Japanese capital in light of many high-profile real estate deals including for the Tiffany Building (1986), the Exxon Building (1986), 666 Fifth Avenue (1987), and Rockefeller Center (1989).




  After a pause during the early 1990s, Third-Wave Gentrification intensified the trends of the Second Wave. What distinguishes the Third-Wave is gentrification expanding out from the urban cores (in New York this meant gentrification expanding out from the downtown areas to other parts of Manhattan and the outer boroughs), corporate developers taking the lead in initiating gentrification (in previous periods pioneers would largely tame neighborhoods with state and police help before developers would stimulate large-scale gentrification), and increased state involvement (in New York, Times Square is a prime example – see Chapter 3). Neil Smith put this important distinction succinctly: “Most crucially, real estate development becomes a centerpiece of the city’s productive economy, an end in itself, justified by appeals to jobs, taxes, and tourism.”26 The Third-Wave also saw anti-gentrification movements more marginalized.




  A Fourth-Wave has been posited by some scholars to encompass the housing bubble of the early 2000s. The loosening of mortgage lending with the symbiotic Wall Street securitization flooded cities with capital. In New York mortgage commitments for condos and single-family homes grew from $14 billion in 2000 to $46.9 billion in 2003.27 The housing bubble’s inevitable bursting and ensuing foreclosure crisis left more properties open to be bought up by private equity and developers. If Second-Wave gentrification saw the emergence of the global city, the aftermath of the financial crisis saw it grow exponentially. Foreign and national corporate buying in the top 100 recipient US cities exceeded $600 billion in major acquisitions from mid-2013 to mid-2014 and $1 trillion in 2015. In New York foreign corporate buying of properties increased by 68.5 percent from 2013 to 2014.28 We’ve also seen clear examples of “disaster capitalism,” the wholesale remaking of spaces in the aftermath of a natural disaster (of course the term “natural disaster” is a misnomer, such events cause the most damage in places already gutted by politics and poverty), most prominently of course in post-Katrina New Orleans which was immediately a target for an immediate full-scale conservative reconstruction29.
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