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Introduction

Our neighborhood was included in a housing construction boom in the 1920s. Apartment buildings were constructed for upper middle-income and wealthy people. For example, 50 West 96th St was completed and occupied in 1929. 

But the depression that started with the stock market crash of that year put an end to the construction boom. Also, unemployment spread so more people could not pay their rent. Adding to the problems, as banks crashed, home repair loan money was not available. This took a toll on the older housing stock. A photo taken in 1931 of a building on 96th St shows the windows are broken.

No new housing was built during the depression or during WWII. During the war many people migrated to NYC from Puerto Rico to find work. Brownstone houses in this neighborhood were divided up so landlords could get multiple rents from each building.

After the war, more workers and their families migrated to NYC. Many Puerto Rican families moved into the UWS. The neighborhood became crowded. The Federal government made money available making it attractive for long time residents to move to the suburbs. The Riverside Neighborhood Assembly was formed with the dual purpose of making the new comers welcome and the long time residents comfortable enough to stay. The stated purpose was to facilitate democratic integration of all people in the UWS. Sarah Chartock, working for the NYC Board of Education, helped organize and direct the Riverside Neighborhood Assembly, a school-community council. 

The following is a story Sarah Chartock's son Alan tells about his mother and this neighborhood. 
My Involved Life: How I Started and Why That Matters 
by Alan Chartock, July 16, 2007 
http://archives.cityandstateny.com/my-involved-life-how-i-started-and-why-that-matters-by-alan-chartock-2/

I grew up at 50 West 96th Street. My mother, Shirley (later Sarah), was a power on the West Side of Manhattan and my twin brother Lewis and I went to West Side schools. I distinctly remember the day we all got marched over from the old and degenerate P.S. 93—on 93rd Street, of course—to the brand new Emily Dickinson School (P.S. 75) on West End Avenue. Our friends went to Horace Mann, Dalton, Walden and Riverdale. We both went on to become full professors, if you take my point. 

My mother, the school community coordinator, came up with one of the original Mitchell-Lama houses on 96th Street between Columbus and Amsterdam Avenues (Riverside Neighborhood Assembly House). Interestingly, there is a plaque on the outside of the building. The names of all the big politicians are listed on that plaque. But not my mom's name, and she did the whole thing. 

Those were amazing times. I saw first hand the crumbling of the old West Side Machine to the reformers (William Fitts Ryan, Al Blumenthal, Ted Weiss and Fred Ohrenstein). I was the president of the Student Organization at Joan of Arc Junior High School, which was run by the legendary Dr. Stella M. Sweeting. She was really something. She would stand outside the building in the morning, and if you were not wearing the compulsory necktie (take that, you charter school uniform people!), she would rent you one and give the money to the United Nations Children's Fund. Joan of Arc had the best orchestra teacher in the nation, Eugene Steiker, who by example taught me more about teaching than any school of education could possibly have done. 

We had a Boy Scout troop run by one Arnold Frankel, who was to scouting what George Patton was to the Third Army. Frankel had no real job, having been left a little money by his mom, so Scout Troop 579 was his job. He was always landing these great events for us, like blowing Taps on Memorial Day on top of the Hotel Astor in Times Square while traffic was stopped. We went to three Boy Scout meetings a week. Doing that honed social work skills just as much as going to social work school ever would. Likewise, taking the D train to Hunter in the Bronx from 96th Street was a big part of anyone's education. 

So here we are, all these years later. I went to work for Fred Ohrenstein as a consultant when he was in the State Senate. I've been a college professor, a newspaper columnist, a public radio executive and run the Legislative Gazette newspaper, which brings young people from all over the United States to learn journalism in Albany. My story is hardly unique. It was easy to be a political scientist when you grew up with the types mentioned above drinking coffee in your living room. I remember once coming into the living room on West 96th Street all full of myself as a fledgling political science student and there they all were: Ted Weiss and Fred Ohrenstein and Blumenthal, and I listened for a moment and then ventured an opinion. Ohrenstein looked up and said something like, "Oh, God, not another one who is going to want my job." 

My mother always spoke of her relationship with Mayor Robert F. Wagner, whom she loved. I was never quite sure whether she was, as Pete Seeger once sang, "Puttin' on the style." But one time my friend Gerald Benjamin, the dean of New Paltz College, where I taught for many years, got me on a study trip to Japan that was being led by then- Comptroller Ned Regan. We were standing around at the airport waiting to leave when the old and long-out-of-office Mayor Wagner came in accompanied by his son Bobby Wagner, a prominent politician in his own right. Well, Regan made a bee line to chat up the old mayor and I ambled over. I don't think Ned appreciated my butting in, but maybe I'm just projecting. I was, however, determined to see whether he remembered my mom or whether she might have been gilding the lily just a bit. So, I stuck out my hand and I said, "I think you may have known my mom, Mayor.  I'm Alan Chartock." He said, "Wait a minute, are you one of the twins?" Relationship confirmed. Tear in the eye. 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- Alan Chartock is the president and CEO of WAMC/Northeast  Public Radio and the executive publisher and project director of the Legislative Gazette.
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