====================================================================Session 1    Some History of the People and Housing in the Upper West Side-----Nov 6, 2016 ====================================================================
I. Long Sweep History from the end of the last Ice Age to around 1965
The glaciers from the last Ice Age receded from the New York area about 17,000 years ago. There is evidence of human activity on Manhattan Island going back about 12,000 years. Perhaps 9500 years ago the region of the Lower Hudson River was inhabited by small game hunters, ancestors of the Munsee native peoples. In their own language the Munsees called themselves "Lenape" meaning "people". In the early mid-seventeenth century Dutch and other immigrants started to settle along the Hudson River north of New Amsterdam. Sometimes their relations with the Munsee people were friendly but sometimes they clashed.

The Dutch settlers called their area on the west side of Manhattan Bloemendaal ('flower valley' or Valley of the Flowers, probably after the Dutch town northwest of Amsterdam of that name. Another town in the Netherlands northeast of Bloemendaal and Amsterdam was Haarlem.). 
Mainly farms and rolling countryside, Bloomingdale as it was called in English was a producer of tobacco at the beginning of the eighteenth century. In 1703, the British Colonial government built the Bloomingdale Road--later to become the Boulevard, and even later to become Broadway-- to handle the traffic required by the increasing commerce. The road originated north of what is now Union Square and stretched to about where 116th St is today. The road further north was known as the Kingsbridge Road. By the late eighteenth century, many wealthy merchants had country estates in the relative isolation and wilderness of Bloomingdale, and fine homes and farms dotted the area. A village within Bloomingdale, with houses and farms from where 86th to 96th St is now, became known as Striker's Bay. It was named for Gerrit Striker who bought land and built a house near a small bay on the Hudson River in 1653. (See the map)

Bloomingdale in the early nineteenth century was comprised of small, distinct villages, which existed independently of each other. The wealthy estates continued to multiply, elegant mansions competing with the rocky landscape. Even though a State commission had laid out a street grid plan for NYC in 1811, due to irregular landholdings and natural obstructions the grid plan did not have much effect until late in the century. The 1857 creation and construction of Central Park did have a big effect. In the 1850s, the land that was to become Central Park was occupied by free Blacks and Irish and German immigrant squatters. They raised livestock, including goats and pigs, built churches and cemeteries, and had lived as a community, some of the Black families there for close to 50 years. 
The most developed section of the site that was to become Central Park was known as Seneca Village. It stretched from West 82nd to West 85th streets just east of what is today Central Park West. Seneca Village started when Black New Yorkers purchased land there and began to build houses in the mid 1820s. It grew to be the largest community of free African-American property owners in New York. But also Seneca village was integrated. Of the 264 people known to be living in Seneca Village by 1855, 30% were Irish. Of the three churches in Seneca Village two were African American and one, All Angels' Church, was mixed having been built there by St Michael's Church on 99th St for the Blacks and Irish and Germans living in and around Seneca Village. The African Union Church housed the Colored school No. 3 set up in the 1840s.

Besides Seneca Village, throughout what was to be Central Park, modest wooden houses some substantial, some more like shacks were built. Of the people living in the park, some owned their land, others rented from absentee land lords and some built on land whose owners were unknown. There were gardens to raise food and goats and pigs were kept for the same purpose or to be sold.

Before the construction of the park could start, the area was cleared of its inhabitants and their dwellings. Some scholars speculate that part of the impetus to schemes such as Central Park was to remove what they incorrectly deemed as merely shanty towns and their inhabitants in order to increase land values and attract upper income people to the areas. The start of construction of Central Park sparked a speculative land boom over the land surrounding the future park. It was not the first time in NYC and not the last that poorer people had to make way for those with more wealth.
Approximately 1,600 residents were evicted under the rule of eminent domain during 1856-57. The State of New York paid about $5,000,000 in total to the upper income people who owned most of the land (21 land holders owned about half the park land.) and to others who owned small plots. Some small amounts were paid to renters who had long term leases and who lost their places to live. Many of those forced to abandon the park, simply moved west into the area we now call the Upper West Side, rebuilding their shanties and houses on unoccupied lots. Following opening of Central Park, every year more people moved north of NYC, many to the upper west side. By the end of the Civil War, the area once named Bloemendaal, or 'valley of flowers' was assimilated into New York City. 

Despite its increasingly metropolitan feel, the area remained largely underdeveloped throughout the nineteenth century. Development in the 1870s and 1880s included institutional care for the ill or aged, like the Home for Respectable Aged Indigent Females built in 1883 between 103rd and 104th Sts on Amsterdam Ave (which was saved by local community people from demolition planned for 1974 and is now the AYH). Also the New York Cancer Hospital was built in 1887 near 105th St and Central Park West (now luxury condominium apartments in what looks like a castle). 
The City undertook improvement projects as it expanded northward.  Bloomingdale Road was widened and renamed the Boulevard. New sewage systems were laid and the 9th Avenue EL was extended north in 1879 and again further north in 1881 on what is today Columbus Ave. The EL opened the neighborhood to upwardly mobile middle income families and attracted land buyers and developers. "Very quickly, sparsely-placed wood-frame houses were replaced by brownstones and tenements, and, over time, larger and larger apartment buildings. Development initially followed the extended El train line, spreading out from the station stops as land was sold and developed." (https://bloomingdalehistory.com/2016/08/27/little-coney-island-on-west-110th-street/)

Apartment buildings were, in many ways, the key to the successful development or "gentrification" of the area. Throughout the late nineteenth century, taller buildings shot up as real estate developers invested in such grand projects as the Dakota (1884). They helped draw the affluent to town houses that went up along the avenues (some avenues suitably upgraded names: Eleventh Ave became West End Avenue in 1880; Eighth Avenue became Central Park West in 1883). The avenues began to acquire their distinct characters: Ninth Ave (eventually Columbus Ave) offered commerce; Tenth Ave (eventually Amsterdam Ave) sported lower rental housing and small shops. Riverside Drive (opened in 1880 with some elegant and some seedy residential water front areas. West End Ave was a quiet residential street.

The Boulevard (later Broadway) hosted an odd collection of hotels and vacant lots; many of these belonged to developers who continued to await an economic boom that would raise the value of their property and merit construction on a grand scale. Apartment housing along the avenues pushed out the home-owner oriented row housing which had dominated the building trends for half a century. This began to form the landscape of the Upper West Side which exists today.
Another addition to the New York City transportation system was the IRT Broadway-7th Ave subway system which opened in 1904. It went from City Hall under Fourth Ave to 42nd St, then under 42nd St until turning North under Broadway, at first ending at 145th St, later extended further north. It revolutionized public transportation and served particularly the West Side along with the rickety 9th Avenue EL which continued to stand until 1940. Improved access enhanced the appeal of the Upper West Side, and as the nineteenth century came to a close, apartment buildings for upper middle income and affluent people proliferated, more completely citifying the once rural West End.

A building boom continued until the end of the 1920s. Central Park West, West End Avenue and Riverside Drive became lined with fashionable high-rise apartment houses, while the cross streets were dominated by low-rise brownstones. The 1920s found Riverside and West End Avenue still wealthy, but Broadway and areas east of it were experiencing a decline, with lower middle income families living in neglected old buildings. The economic travails of the 1930s, aging housing stock, landlord neglect, and pressure on the housing market in the area resulted in the beginning of a subdivision of apartments into smaller units and conversion of brownstones to rooming houses contributing toward declining housing conditions in the neighborhood. The problems were worse because new Upper West Side development and construction ceased from the early thirties and its social attractiveness declined.

After World War II, the federal government through the FHA, offered to guarantee low mortgage rates for the purchase of suburban homes and discouraged loans for city home improvement or mortgages in districts that FHA appraisers outlined in red as deteriorating. This government activity fostered an exodus of middle-income UWS residents. The housing stock and quality of life in the community continued to deteriorate. There was an influx of southern blacks, Russians, Dominicans, Puerto Ricans, Haitians, and Ukrainians in the forties and fifties, and Cubans, and especially Puerto Ricans and Dominicans in the fifties and sixties. The Riverside Neighborhood Assembly (RNA) was formed in 1951 by the NYC Board of Education as a school-community council to foster democratic integration of the new comers, especially Puerto Rican migrants into the community and to remove some of the incentive for others to move out.

In her1957 NYU dissertation about the Riverside Neighborhood Assembly, Sarah Chartock described the West Side of Manhattan as a community in transition. She wrote, "In 1946, when the study begins, the West Side community, extending from 59th Street to 110th Street and from Central Park West to Riverside Drive, was an area of sharp economic and social contrasts, as revealed in the wide range of economic status among its residents, differences in rent, and in the approximately sixty national and ethnic groups represented in the total population.

As a result of outwardly-imposed and self-imposed segregation, four dominant ethnic and racial groups tended to live in concentrated residential clusters, divided one from another. Residents of Irish descent lived along Columbus and Amsterdam Avenues. Negro residents were clustered around the Amsterdam Housing Project on 60th and 61st Streets and in the area of 97th, 98th, and 99th Streets, between Columbus and Amsterdam Avenues. Jewish residents lived principally on West End Avenue, Broadway, Central Park West, and Riverside Drive, along the eastern and western limits of the community. Grouped around Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues were barrios of Puerto Rican residents. 

Monthly rentals in 1946 ranged from $37.00 a month for six rooms, on 97th Street and Columbus Avenue, to $400.00 a month for six rooms, on 93rd Street and Central Park West. The average monthly rental for the West Side community as a whole was $125.00 a month for six rooms.

…. By 1956, the Puerto Rican population had increased to 20 per cent of the total area population of 403,209 residents. ….

Housing for the increasing Puerto Rican population has been provided chiefly by the conversion of brownstone houses and large apartments into small multiple dwelling units rather than by new construction. 'This is the one area in New York City which has had little public housing activity even though it is mostly residential and has some very dilapidated sections. The conversion of brownstones from homes for single families into small dwelling units and furnished rooms was cited by certain observers as the most significant single factor in the crowded housing situation in the West Side community."

Chartock noted that in the late 1940s, the UWS was a mixture of races and nationalities in run-down neighborhoods with antiquated housing, in close proximity to modern houses and apartments with all the comforts and conveniences. 
With the FHA encouragement of suburbanization and private home ownership, NYC in the 1950s was becoming more and more the residence of the rich and the poor. The growing loss of middle income people was a threat to the tax base of NYC and to the consumer base for much of NYC's retail commerce. NYC was approaching a demographic crisis on top of a long standing housing crisis.
To better compete on price and quality with the emerging suburbs and to entice developers to build housing for people whose income would not allow them to rent market rate apartments, in 1954 Mayor Robert Wagner's office drafted what became the Limited-Profit Housing Companies Law. That bipartisan legislation, enacted into law in 1955, was sponsored by Senator MacNeil Mitchell, a Republican from Manhattan’s East Side, and Assemblyman Alfred A. Lama, a Democrat representing Brownsville in Brooklyn, there after known as the Mitchell-Lama law. The role played by Senator Mitchell and Assemblyman. Lama was the role that they played in all NYS housing legislation at the time, as chairman and vice chairman of the Joint Legislative Committee on Housing. (Warren Moscow, NY Times, March 16, 1986) The basis for the Mitchell-Lama law had been set by housing experiments in the late 50s like Queensview and Morningside Gardens. It appears that the major features of the law were worked out by Warren Moscow, George Brown and staff members of NYCHA and Robert Mosses' office.
The law provided for the establishment of government backed limited profit housing companies that could develop either rental or cooperative projects. The sponsoring companies were required to put up 10% of the equity needed for the project. Sponsors of rental projects were limited to 6% annual profit. By the sale of tax-free bonds, the State or City made possible the other 90% funding at below market interest rates. The cities where the projects were built were empowered to give major real estate tax abatements. All the projects were subject to government supervision of the planning, construction, management and rents of the projects and limit profits to their developers. The law as written had no buyout clause for cooperatives.
Besides UWS people moving out to the suburbs, some UWS residents were forced out of their homes by New York City sponsored slum clearance in the area. For example, the New York Times reported that "from about 1905 until the 1950s, West 98th and 99th Streets constituted a vibrant, predominantly African-American community that was something of a miniature Harlem, with its own Renaissance. …[But] Robert Moses, in his position as chairman of the New York City Slum Clearance Committee, condemned the area, largely on the basis of median household income" not the condition of the housing. He ignored the vitality of the houses and the vibrant community. The apartment buildings, businesses and even the church that filled 98th and 99th Streets between Columbus Avenue and Central Park West "were razed piecemeal through the 1950s, and much of it sat as rubble until the early 1960s when the Park West Village apartments were built for middle-income residents." (http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/10/nyregion/reunion-for-a-vanished-neighborhood.html)

Great community anger and furious debate centered around the slum clearance that razed parts of the UWS to the ground or was undertaken to make way for Lincoln Center. It was called by many "urban removal" because the uprooted poorer people could not afford to live in the buildings that eventually replaced their homes. In response, newer urban renewal plans, starting in the mid-fifties were proposed as a method of revival of the Upper West Side. This time urban renewal was presented as a way to revitalize a neighborhood without the wholesale destruction of the buildings and community that characterized previous slum clearance. Community involvement in the planning was offered so as to make less likely what many saw as the major destruction of neighborhoods and major the displacement of community people as had occurred with slum clearance projects so far.

West Side urban renewal planning began in 1955 when Mayor Robert F. Wagner directed the City Planning Commission to study housing deterioration and social unrest on the West Side. The commission issued its study in April of 1958 and released a preliminary plan for the West Side Renewal Area in May of 1959. The area covered 20 blocks bounded by 87th Street on the South, 97th Street on the North, Amsterdam Avenue on the West and Central Park West on the East. 

In the debate over the plan for the West Side Urban Renewal Area (WSURA) arguments were made to keep and renovate many of the brownstone buildings on the cross streets and intersperse them with low income city housing. Along Columbus and Amsterdam Avenues and 96th St, the main cross street, middle income housing would be interspersed with market rate buildings. The controversy was over how many of each. Under strong community pressure from advocates for poor and middle income people, the city increased the number of low and middle income units originally planned and decreased the number of market rate units. The final plan approved by the NYC Board of Estimate on June 26, 1962 included a minimum of 2,500 units of low-rent housing, including new construction and rehabilitated apartments; 4900 units of middle-income housing; 2000 units of market-rate housing. One official commented that this plan put forward the vision of "an entire neighborhood truly integrated on a stable basis, not simply caught at the point where there is apparent integration while one group is moving in and another out.” (Quoted in Jennifer Hock, "Political Designs: Architecture and Urban Renewal in the Civil Rights Era, 1954-1973," 2012) But it was clear that not all those displaced from the community would be able to move back.

The City moved quickly, between 1962 and 1965 constructing the 399-unit Stephen Wise Homes project between West 90th and West 91st Streets and Columbus and Amsterdam Avenues, a 70-unit low income project on 94th St and a new public school PS 84 on 92nd St. New residential development began shortly after. Since it was increasingly difficult or impossible to construct anything profitable except luxury housing in Manhattan, if there was to be moderate income housing, government subsidies were needed. But even then it was difficult to keep monthly rents (for rental apartments) or carrying charges (for cooperatives) low enough that families of modest means could afford them.

 In the WSURA, the 1955 Mitchell-Lama law offered below market rate financing terms for housing projects whose sponsors agreed to accept limited profits on their investment. Local organizations with strong social agendas considered sponsoring buildings so as to help develop a culture of cooperative living on the avenues and 96th St. The first and most active sponsors to come forward were the major community organizations involved in the planning process—the Riverside Neighborhood Assembly, which had been involved in the earliest planning stages, in the 1950s; the Goddard-Riverside Community Center, a local settlement house; and the SBNC (originally Strycker's Bay Neighborhood Council) the organization formed to represent project area organizations and residents in the planning process. Along with a fourth sponsor, a group of individuals organized specifically for the purpose of sponsoring middle-income housing in the neighborhood. All four pushed forward the first middle-income housing projects in the WSURA.
Believing that collective ownership would encourage stability in the area as well as a more socially minded community, these groups organized their projects as cooperatives rather than rental buildings. They set up storefront sales offices in the neighborhood, interviewed potential cooperators, and launched pre-occupancy programs aimed at introducing future residents to cooperative living. All four actively sought families including families of color and Spanish-speakers and favored applicants who supported racial integration within the cooperative. When they interviewed potential cooperators, they also looked for residents who supported renewal on the West Side and were interested in sending their    children to the local public schools. 

RNA House, sponsored by the Riverside Neighborhood Assembly, secured Site 8, on West 96th Street. The ground breaking ceremony on June 8, 1965 was attended by Mayor Wagner. (We can read his dedication remarks if time allows). RNA House was to be a long slab with a concrete façade and 207 units.

The first of the high rise housing developments—Goddard Tower (193 units), the Strycker's Bay Apartments (235 units), RNA House (207), and Columbus Park Towers (162 units)—opened  in the spring of 1967 after a four-month delay caused by a plumbers’ strike .Because of their tight budgets, carefully calculated to yield the lowest possible cost per room, they were architecturally modest, and because they were designed to incorporate as many units as possible, they were massive, on a completely different scale from the neighborhoods brownstones or pre-war elevator buildings.
Stryker's Bay Apartments and Columbus Park Towers, both located on Columbus Avenue, and Goddard Tower, on Amsterdam, had commercial space on their ground floors. All four had community rooms and facilities like nursery schools, as well as an active and engaged group of residents, many of whom had been involved for years in pre-occupancy programs intended to build community within the co-ops. Their sheer scale and presence along the reconstructed avenues and 96th St. introduced a social agenda for neighborhood life on the upper West Side that now would include people of moderate income in decent buildings organized as cooperatives.

This brings this history up to 1967 with couples and families moving into four new buildings.The next question is, "What was life like when RNA House opened?" Also, 2017 will mark the 50th Anniversaries of these four cooperatives. Will there be any celebrations? I hope so.
Jay Hauben, draft 11/3/2016
II. What was life like when RNA House opened?

The following is an excerpt from an essay by Jennifer Baum written in 2012, online at http://www.newfoundjournal.org/current-issue/nonfiction-jennifer-baum/ with the title A Different Set of Rules:
"We went to a party that summer at Lilliane and Frank’s apartment on the west side of the building. While my sister and I ran up and down the hallway in our matching A-line jumpers, my parents rang the bell. Lilliane, sporting shiny, orange bell-bottoms and a yellow sequined, low-cut blouse, greeted us with hugs and kisses, “¿Qué tal?” She led us through a black and red beaded curtain into a smoke-filled living room, where our neighbors were sitting on chrome bar stools with red vinyl seats, sipping sangria and puffing cigarettes.

She handed my parents drinks and they mingled with other families while we played with their kids and a fluffy white cat named Ethan. Every now and then, my sister Erica and I snuck some liquor-soaked fruit from the Sangria bowl and sucked it dry.

My mother laughed. “The kids are getting drunk.” “It’s good for them,” my father said. 

Lilliane put a Willie Colón record on the turntable, cranked up the volume, and broke into salsa steps, dancing with a friend. Soon a large group joined in, including Paul and his partner Elliot, who tapped, kicked, turned, dipped, and gyrated their hips to the rhythm of the clave and Colón’s spirited, elegant trombone. My parents were not ones to let loose on the dance floor, so they contentedly watched from the sidelines, clapping their hands to the beat. The movements reminded my mother of the euphoric Horah dancing at Jewish weddings—participatory, exuberant, unabashed, communal engagement.
It was 1967 and we had just moved into our new apartment in the recently built Riverside Neighborhood Assembly (RNA) House, a government subsidized, Mitchell-Lama middle-income housing cooperative at 150-160 West 96th Street, between Amsterdam and Columbus Avenue in Manhattan. The city was near bankruptcy and the Upper West Side was so slummy, crime-ridden, and graffiti-scarred that people were fleeing to the suburbs. Challenged by newly radicalized Black and Puerto Rican communities reeling from previous dislocation, the West Side Urban Renewal Area (WSURA) provided affordable apartments to ousted families by building coops and rentals, and rehabilitating decaying brownstones. The idea was to create a just, economically balanced society and retain the integrated character of the Upper West Side, which was populated by wealthy, white families living in luxurious buildings with doormen on Central Park West, West End Avenue, and Riverside Drive, and working class minorities and whites living along Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues in dilapidated tenements. RNA House attracted families like ours, drawn to the proximity of Central Park, the integrationist social agenda, and bookstores and movie theaters, who considered subsidized housing an opportunity. 

We chose an apartment high up with southern exposure, opposite the noisy 96th Street thoroughfare, with a view of the backyard, abandoned brownstones, decrepit tenements, and the Empire State Building. Our building was a fifteen story low-rise concrete block, wider than it was tall, with beehive windows, terraces along the corners, and a tree-lined garden in front. It was set back from the street, giving tenants and pedestrians breathing room from the traffic.

We bought our apartment for $3,800, below market rate. Because we had a family of four, we were allotted three bedrooms and charged maintenance adjusted to our family income. Those with earnings above a certain amount were disqualified. It was a liberal scheme of its time and place—postwar America, when money was abundant and fair play and collectivism were dogmas.
Some of the original tenants at RNA House included Jane Lazzare, a Jewish novelist and memoirist and her African-American husband, Douglas White, who became Deputy Commissioner of the NYC Fire Department. Lazzare wrote “Beyond the Whiteness of Whiteness,” about being the Caucasian mother of black sons. Catha Abrahams, who grew up with my mother in Brooklyn, led feminist consciousness-raising groups in her apartment. Betty Gubert, author of “Invisible Wings: An Annotated Bibliography on Blacks in Aviation, 1916-1993,” and co-author of “Distinguished African Americans in Aviation and Space Science,” moved into the building with her family. Among my other neighbors were Helen Freedman, a lawyer who became a Civil Court judge; Mirra Ginsberg, a renowned translator of Dostoyevsky, Mikhail Bulgakov, and Isaac Bashevis Singer; and Robert Brown, a reformed murderer who worked with the Fortune Society, a non-profit run by ex-offenders devoted to helping convicts re-enter society. The tenants created an atmosphere of inclusiveness, tolerance and cooperation in times when such attitudes were lacking. Some people may have disliked each other at 96th Street, but disputes were personal, not based on religion, race, or sexual preference. 

The residents made group purchases of dishwashers, stoves, and air conditioners to bring down prices. A board of directors and committees formed to manage the garden, the cleaning, the garbage, and each floor of the building. When school began that fall of 1967, a crowd of kids and parents walked down the hill to P.S. 75, a communal sea—black, white, Puerto Rican, and all variations of mixed races. Inside the building, however, we were all alike. . . "
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