


[image: ]







[image: ]









To Haleemah, my home.








The ultimate hidden truth of the world is that it is something that we make, and could just as easily make differently.

—DAVID GRAEBER
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A NOTE ON PROCESS

In early fall of 2014, when I was working as an editor and writer at Urban Omnibus in New York, I opened our general pitch inbox and found a message from a resident of a large affordable-housing cooperative called Southbridge Towers. He wrote that a vote was soon taking place at his co-op, one that could “privatize” it—that is, remove the rules that kept it affordable and value all its apartments at a dramatically higher market rate. The resident was concerned; the story had gotten little coverage beyond neighborhood publications, and his co-op wasn’t the only one in the city facing this threat.

From that email grew the rare UO story that I would shepherd all the way from the slush pile into print, and its core questions have stayed with me. Three years later, in 2017, I was a graduate student in urban planning eager to delve back into them: How were the resident-owners of co-ops like Southbridge making the personal and collective decisions that would decide the future of their homes? What factors influenced whether they prioritized individual or collective benefits?

In addition to my work as a writer, editor, budding urban planner, and housing professional, I am also trained as an oral historian, and that lens heavily influenced my approach to these questions. I knew that piecing this puzzle together would require in-depth ethnographic interviews with the residents involved and a nuanced understanding of the debates that had occurred among them. How people explained their actions was sure to be as important to this story as the outcomes themselves. I also sought to compare multiple co-ops undergoing similar processes, each with its own culture. I aimed to identify two co-ops that had recently held a privatization vote and had similar expected “market” values. In the end, it was Southbridge—the co-op that had first sparked my interest—and St. James Towers that fit the bill best.

In early 2018, I conducted interviews with co-op residents, local government officials, and citywide housing advocates. With the residents, I asked a set group of questions, then pursued threads of interest in the conversations that followed. I spoke first with cooperators who’d been visibly involved in their buildings’ privatization debates, then identified and reached out to less prominent residents via social media, phone calls, and community institutions (such as churches, community development corporations, parent-teacher associations, and senior centers).

Most interviews were conducted in person, recorded, then transcribed; these transcriptions, along with the field notes I took during and after each conversation, form the meat of what you’ll find within these pages. In parallel to these interviews, I also gathered flyers, memos, newsletters, reports, and blog posts produced by Southbridge and St. James residents over the course of their internal debates. Using qualitative research techniques, I identified themes from these data that underlie my arguments. Years later, in 2021 and 2022, I conducted follow-up interviews with various cooperators and also spoke with a smattering of new interviewees for the first time. I supplemented these primary sources with archival research on the two developments to contextualize their histories. It is worth noting that my interviews were all retrospective: they all occurred after the key events portrayed in this book, though they are supplemented by and checked against materials that documented those events in real time.

I have changed the names of the narrators from the two co-ops out of respect for their privacy, even when not explicitly requested to do so. The term “narrators” is employed in the field of oral history to refer to interviewees, a word choice that reflects how individuals narrate their lived experiences in the context of wider historical events. I do not use it lightly: although this book is ultimately and necessarily filtered through my viewpoint, the narrators’ voices are the driving force behind the stories. My belief in the importance of not just what they have to say, but also how they say it, is central to my approach. Throughout the book I include direct quotes from my conversations with these residents. Some of their perspectives are unique; others are able stand-ins for widely held ones.

I am grateful to all who spoke to me with such openness, and I have taken the utmost care to render your words and perspectives faithfully.
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PART I

The Public, the Goods






INTRODUCTION

A House Divided

“Hey guys, I’m heeeere,” Wenna Redfern announces as she and I enter her favorite local diner, just across the way from her home in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn.* She’s a slight, fashionable Black woman, her mischievous grin and tortoiseshell glasses framed by a high, gray hairline that marks her as an elder. We take seats by the front window, from where she can keep an eye on her street. In between teasing asides with the staff, she puts in her regular order: a medium half-orange/half-cranberry juice, a coffee, and an English muffin “for the table.” Her grandmotherly prodding suggests that I, too, should prepare to tuck in. “Listen,” she says, gesturing to the diner at large, “I probably have stock in this place.”

Wenna is used to owning pieces of her neighborhood. For the past six decades, she has been a resident and part-owner of St. James Towers, a high-rise down the street fronted by a concrete playscape in the round. Its twenty-four brown-brick stories contain 326 apartments. Its balconies, one a roost for twin swan statuettes, look onto row houses flanking a grand French Gothic church, their stoops touching down on a spacious sidewalk punctuated with gingko and maple trees.

St. James may appear undistinguished against these surroundings, but it is the product of one of the most successful social housing programs in US history. This program, nicknamed Mitchell-Lama after the two New York State congresspeople who sponsored its originating 1955 law, funded the construction of 140,000 apartments across 270 developments in New York City (and more across the state). Roughly half of those homes in the city take the form of what’s known as a limited-equity cooperative.

“When we moved here, my father said it was nothing but a glorified project,” Wenna tells me, looking out at her co-op through the glass. There is, indeed, something special about St. James. As a cooperative, it is owned and governed collectively by its residents. As a limited-equity co-op, resale prices on its apartments (technically, the co-op shares) are determined not by whatever a potential buyer will pay but by an appreciation formula designed to keep the cost accessible to middle- and low-income folks. St. James receives government subsidies for sticking with the inclusive tenets of true co-ops and in support of its endeavor to provide housing to people who need it. Ordinary housing for ordinary people. Bidding wars are of no use here; only a spot toward the front of the lengthy waitlist will help you join Wenna. Residents maintain significant control over their homes but are limited in their ability to profit from them. Social housing is decommodified housing.

It and other forms of “affordable” housing* are outliers in America, especially so these days in Bed-Stuy, a historically Black neighborhood that is now being aggressively gentrified. For decades, Black families like Wenna’s forged community here despite racist policies of redlining, blockbusting, and urban renewal. She’s since seen their numbers plummet as White families and singles have flocked from the suburbs back to the cities they once abandoned. Now in her eighties, Wenna bestows on herself a telling moniker, punctuated by a halting laugh and a sigh of exasperation: she is a neighborhood “leftover,” a title that hints at the racism that courses through American housing and her family’s deep roots in the neighborhood, predating their time at St. James. That she owns a share in the co-op is the primary reason why she’s able to claim it.

However unique her situation, Wenna regards her home as ordinary, quotidian, banal. As we sip our beverages, Wenna and I express our shared belief that this is what housing fundamentally should be. The real focus of a residential structure should be the lives under its roof, not what it can fetch in a sale; its architecture in service to those lives rather than to glamorous shots in real estate listings. We agree: housing should be a functional, accessible container for people, stuff, and experiences. It should shelter us and the meaning that coalesces as we live within it, the proverbial notches—of memory, identity, and family—on the doorframe.

Until recently, this conception of home would have been so commonplace among Wenna’s neighbors at St. James Towers that our conversation at the diner would have seemed odd. One rarely discusses givens. But St. James, as Wenna tells me between sips of her juice cocktail, is no longer regarded only as 326 containers in which life can take place. A group of residents have launched a campaign to capitalize on a controversial loophole in the Mitchell-Lama law, one that allows cooperators to vote on whether to privatize their complex. St. James is therefore at risk of losing the “social” qualities that make it extraordinary, of becoming just another piece of real estate: housing for profit, not for living.

Privatization would transform every St. James shareholder into the owner of a market-rate Brooklyn apartment. Those who go on to sell would gain cash in their pocket like they’ve never had before. But for residents like Wenna, who have no intention of moving, privatization could mean rising costs—higher maintenance fees, higher property taxes—and an eventual forced exit. These local choices have ripple effects: St. James’s commodification would presage another blow against the uphill campaign to ensure that New York doesn’t become a place where only the wealthy can thrive.

Wenna, allergic to obfuscation and full of snark, identifies the root of this campaign: “It’s all about money; it’s all about the dollar bill.” As the privatization debate among her neighbors has intensified, their tower has become a battleground over what we owe one another, what ownership is, and how to balance competing private and collective interests within a society that venerates individual wealth.

Wenna reaches into her bag, fishes through newspaper clippings and paper-clipped articles, and hands me one. “I printed that out for you,” she says, tapping the peak on a still-climbing graph in a news piece. It shows a new record in median New York City rents—the latest entry in the annals of the housing crisis. Such stories that turn homes into news are plentiful and prominent in New York and across the US, often for all the wrong reasons. Let us count (just a few of) the ways. Predatory mortgages and their subsequent repackaging into junk securities brought down the global economy in 2008. Little more than a decade later as COVID spread, laid-off workers under stay-at-home orders regularly faced eviction despite a federal moratorium barring the same.1 Rents across the country have reached heights never before seen.2 Homeowners’ associations caught the bug for foreclosing on their members’ homes over a smidgen of overdue fees.3 Deeds to family homes in neighborhoods once deemed too risky for capital are now being stolen as an investment strategy.4 Houses owned by Black families are routinely valued far below comparable—or identical—structures held by White owners.5

Indeed, today, if you want a good shot at submitting the winning bid for a home in a “hot” area, you may need to forego a proper inspection and sweeten your offer. A realtor at a recent first-time homebuyers’ class I attended recalled that one of his clients successfully sealed the deal on a property by promising to put up the seller at their vacation home in Greece for a week each year over the next five. Needless to say, folks looking to buy their first home don’t have an exotic second property to leverage. As I write in 2023, a recent drop in housing prices and corollary halt to building activity will soon add a different flavor to the coverage.6 By the time you are reading this book, there will have been more twists. Housing across the country, once absent from the national conversation but now animated by speculation and profiteering, has risen to the political and familial forefront.

Of course, for some Americans, housing unaffordability actually brings good tidings. In May 2022, the New York Times ran a headline that told that side of the American housing story: “The Extraordinary Wealth Created by the Pandemic Housing Market.” In the article, Emily Badger and Quoctrung Bui wrote that “over the past two years, Americans who own their homes have gained more than $6 trillion in housing wealth”—an astonishing rise in valuation that had nothing to do with a change to the housing itself. Rather, it has to do in part with the fact there aren’t enough homes that are affordable to those who need them. The reporters, to their credit, did acknowledge this flip side: the increase in home equity is “also inseparable from the housing affordability crisis.”7

The parallel trends of housing wealth and housing insecurity in the US are not incidental. They’re part and parcel, as inextricable as Taco Bell and indigestion. Wenna, however, eats a different meal than the one served up by the wider American housing system, as she observed between English muffin bits. Because her Mitchell-Lama apartment is decommodified, she has managed to weather the winds of gentrification, even as the diner where we met that lazy Saturday morning has, since that meeting, given way to a new iteration serving $13 pancakes, her proverbial stock in the eatery diluted.

As an owner of social housing, Wenna doesn’t directly participate in the dizzying heights or steep risks of the housing market. Her share in the complex and payment of a monthly maintenance fee guarantee her an apartment, as well as the right to vote in co-op board elections and on other major building matters. Unlike the more familiar condo structure, wherein resident-owners hold sole title to their apartments’ interiors and own the building’s common areas as a collective, a co-op’s building(s) and land are owned by the company in which residents own shares. While this is a common approach to apartment living across Europe and in New York City, co-ops are rare beasts throughout the rest of the United States. The term may evoke crunchy twenty-year-olds shacking up in grungy digs, but in New York, co-ops are far more associated with luxury, secrecy, and exclusivity.8 Horror stories abound of buyers willing to pay big money, only for co-op boards to deny entry on barely veiled grounds of race, family, or profession. Have a baby? Don’t count on your million-dollar offer being accepted. Musician? Fuhgeddaboudit.

Mitchell-Lama co-ops like St. James are known citywide for being a great deal on good housing. Their median monthly housing costs were, in 2014 (when the data was last available), $900. This is just about what Wenna pays.9 In contrast, the city’s median monthly rent stood at $1,700 in 2021.10 Mitchell-Lama owners acquire their units not by purchasing them on the market but by applying to the program, documenting that they are sufficiently low- or middle-income, joining a waitlist, and, when their name comes up, paying an up-front sum that is a fraction of the prevailing market-rate price of a similar apartment (at St. James, the average share in 2016 cost $44,000). When Wenna moves out or passes away, her share and unit will return to the co-op to be offered to the next person on the waiting list.

Despite the insulation this structure provides Wenna, she is still affected by the housing crises playing out around her. Everyone is. One’s friends are priced out of the area and move away, grandchildren can’t afford to live nearby, nieces from out of town must pass up a promising job in the city, and the health aide Wenna may need one day is likely to arrive at her home exhausted by a two-hour commute from a less expensive part of the region. Reporting on the dire state of US housing has become so repetitive that its illustrative data has joined the unenviable company of other tragic figures to which we are habituated. “A person working full-time at minimum wage cannot afford a standard two-bedroom apartment in any U.S. state; in only 274 counties [out of more than 3,000] can they afford a one-bedroom”11 is akin to “by 2050, sea levels along coastlines will rise by one foot.”12

However, in the midst of these crises—sweeping not just coastal cities but the likes of Kansas City, Missouri, and Spokane, Washington13—there are also moments of light. Things are so bad that individuals across the ideological spectrum are searching for answers and solutions. The commonly cited culprit, pointed to by policymakers and YIMBY (Yes In My Backyard) activists alike, is an insufficient supply of housing—the result of decades of underbuilding abetted by exclusionary zoning codes, restrictive regulations, and antagonistic neighbors. But simply constructing more buildings does not necessarily lead to more accessible housing, as any nervous tenant who’s watched luxury towers rise up in their neighborhood can tell you. One prescription can’t cure what is, in fact, many interlinked crises. As all pharmaceutical ads stress, the relevant medicine for a certain illness doesn’t always play well with the pills to treat another.14

In this context, efforts have rightfully gained steam to not just build more housing but to restructure its relationship to markets. Rent control is back on the mainstream policy table despite having been unjustly pilloried by economists for years.15 Shared equity models, which include limited-equity co-ops and en vogue community land trusts, are popping up beyond their traditional stomping grounds in New York and DC. Long Island—known for the sprawling, suburban, single-family Levit-towns that embody the US’ history of speculative homeownership—is gearing up to add co-ops like St. James to its housing mix.16 Midsize cities across the country, from Eugene, Oregon, to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, are also exploring this time-tested method of insulating a basic human need from the caprice of the market.17 Implicit in these new initiatives is a renewed understanding that when we prioritize housing’s exchange value (what it can fetch in dollars) over its use value (the shelter and home it provides), we erode the basic structure needed for society to function.

Housing is, in a word, infrastructure. Like all infrastructure, it requires maintenance. The physical and financial side of this necessity is easily recognizable. At St. James, Wenna’s monthly maintenance fee includes her share of the buildings’ costs, be they a mortgage payment, water bill, or repairs to the parking lot sinkhole that, if unaddressed, could expand into a portal to hell. But beyond the physical and financial aspects of St. James are organizational and cultural pillars that hold everything together: the bylaws, the norms, the gatherings to mark the passing of a neighbor. In order to maintain St. James as a decommodified public good, residents like Wenna must ward off attempts to extract profit from their homes, a feat made more difficult by the wider, hyper-commodified housing landscape.

Now that the co-op has paid off its government-subsidized mortgage and stayed in the Mitchell-Lama program beyond the legislatively required time frame, precisely that kind of extraction is today possible through privatization. Residents can decide, over the course of three votes, to remove the limited-equity provisions that keep this housing from being sold for whatever the market will bear. The call, in other words, is coming from inside the co-op. That decommodified, social housing is in the air is a consequential and heartening shift. But what good are these approaches if we cannot even maintain such housing that already exists—if the people who live in it, those Americans best positioned to understand the importance of insulating housing from the speculative market, are behind its very undoing?

That residents of social housing may nonetheless treat their homes as a commodity is nothing new. As urban geographer Amanda Huron points out, these homes become desirable as commodities precisely because they are rare beacons in a sea of unaffordability. Paradoxically, the ability of someone to purchase them for a reasonable, non-market price creates the conditions under which people will go to extreme lengths to get at this otherwise hard-to-come-by resource.18 Meet scarcity, the mother of commodification. And say hello to one of its eternal grandchildren, corruption.

In Lower Manhattan, across the East River from St. James, stands a nine-building, 1,651-apartment, limited-equity co-op known as Southbridge Towers. Like St. James, Southbridge is a part of the Mitchell-Lama program. With its vast concrete courtyards and utilitarian balconies, it plays the role of ordinary housing well, appearing almost mousy next to Lower Manhattan’s icons: the Municipal Building, One World Trade Center, the stone towers of the Brooklyn Bridge that rise over once-active piers of yore. But through its warren of cinderblock hallways, stories circulate of fishy apartment transfers. One, dating back almost twenty years, is particularly notorious.

Jody Wolfson, often clad in black, enjoys the company of toy dogs (mi-kis are a favorite), the concerts of Italian crooners, and co-op board politics. She served as Southbridge’s treasurer—that is, until her term came to an ignominious end on December 27, 2005, when she was indicted on federal fraud and conspiracy charges. Wolfson had schemed to illegally sell her apartment for (a paltry, in New York real estate terms) $150,000 to a buyer posing as her live-in boyfriend. She did so alongside her neighbor and colleague at the New York State Division of Housing and Community Renewal (DHCR), Mark Marcucilli, in the process also crafting lies that would have allowed her to move into her mother’s apartment on the same floor.19 Needless to say, the facade that she—a board member and an employee of the State agency tasked with supervising such co-ops—had Southbridge’s best interests at heart swiftly crumbled.

The scheme touched a nerve throughout the city. New Yorkers fund the Mitchell-Lama program precisely to protect their low- and middle-income neighbors from the perils of a voracious speculative market. Wolfson invited that market—in this case, an illicit one—inside, taking a bribe from a prospective resident in exchange for letting him cut to the front of the waitlist. In other words, she operated as a savvy real estate professional, turning a limited-equity co-op into a run-of-the-mill condo, where selling a home to the highest bidder is business as usual.

Allegations of this kind of graft are rife within other Mitchell-Lama co-ops in New York, but they’re not what keep folks like Wenna up at night. Privatization does. It is an even more pernicious version of such commodification—a legal way to reap personal benefit by commodifying social housing. Some Southbridge residents had bought their homes for as little as $3,000 in the 1970s, thanks to public subsidy. Now, as at St. James, Southbridge residents have the opportunity to remove the resale restriction that keeps it affordable for people like them, thereby creating a new asset potentially worth $1 million per unit.

To Wenna, the legality of this change, sometimes more opaquely but less controversially referred to as “reconstitution,”20 doesn’t matter. She may own her apartment, but as a piece of vital infrastructure, its value is not hers to reap alone. She’s willing to fight to maintain St. James as social housing, as are many of her like-minded cooperators at home and at Southbridge who see such maintenance as their responsibility. They face an equally staunch opposition: their neighbors and now-former friends who see privatization, and the profit that could come with it, as a right.

This feeling of entitlement did not arise in a vacuum. Americans often elevate the financial aspect of home above and beyond its emotional dimensions. This is the country where government-subsidized homeownership after World War II created the White middle class; where colorful shows that venerate housing speculation (think Flipping Virgins and Zombie House Flippers) have displaced the relatively staid renovation stalwart This Old House. Investing in American real estate can be recast as self-care and elevated to an art.21 On the online service Masterclass, Compass Real Estate CEO Robert Reffkin offers courses alongside Gary Kasparov teaching chess and Penn & Teller modeling magic. In that light, fighting to commodify St. James and Southbridge looks quintessentially American. Unlike almost all other housing in the US, however, this social housing is not a commodity to be swapped for the largest bag of cash from first occupancy. Instead, it is—as two-thirds of respondents to a national survey regard all housing to be—a public good.22

“Public goods” is a tricky term, in large part because it’s been co-opted by economists into a larger categorization question, one that seeks to divide “goods” into those that should and should not be (according to certain, reductive theory) provided by government.23 Moreover, the traditional economic definition of public goods frames not only housing but the biological bases of life—air and water—as resources to be commodified. To use that framework is to adopt its underlying ideology: almost everything is a commodity to be bought or sold at any price, regardless of the social consequences.

There is, however, a more intuitive definition of public goods, one more in keeping with the term’s usage in common conversation. Public goods, one could say, are those things that contribute to the public good and are thus necessarily defined by what a society decides is important and necessary.24 The “public” here refers not to government ownership but to beneficiaries. St. James and Southbridge are private companies, owned and operated by their resident shareholders, but they have been funded by the public, via government, to provide housing accessible to generations of ordinary people. One may not occupy the apartment today, but one could do so in the future. Everyone needs housing, and society benefits from that vital need being met. Teachers can guide the next generation without spending their free periods scouring listings or, worse, their evenings in their cars. Folks who’ve fallen on hard times can focus on getting help or moving forward rather than losing their homes and then engaging in a perverse dance with police over where to pitch a tent. Accessible housing, and especially social housing like limited-equity co-ops, is a public good that benefits us all, even if we aren’t the bodies occupying it. Here is another sense in which housing should be common: it should contribute to our commonwealth, as legal scholar Jedediah Purdy puts it, to “the well-being of the whole community—the flourishing that is shared and open to all.”25

The essential nature of public goods also makes them particularly vulnerable to capture for profit. One need look no further than our public health system in the midst of the pandemic, when lifesaving (and economy-saving) vaccines were withheld on shallow grounds of intellectual property—knowledge that’s been commodified. Or, consider education, another public good, where profiteering in the form of predatory, for-profit technical colleges has mired millions in debt. St. James and Southbridge are clear examples of public goods whose futures are threatened by attempts to privatize their value. Should those efforts succeed, the future is foretold. Most of us live with it in the present, within housing crises born of speculative actors failing to provide a basic human need that all people can access. It’s clear: our current system, where housing is treated primarily as a commodity, does not work. St. James and Southbridge, however, do—if they can be maintained in the face of privatization campaigns from some of their own residents.

Under mainstream economic thought, such uninhibited pursuit of cash may seem “rational,” even inevitable. But residents like Wenna are willing to forgo the lure of wealth to maintain a public good that can benefit future generations. To ask why cooperators choose either to emulate Wenna or to opt for profit is to open a window into a larger, pressing matter: how we as a society are able to maintain the public goods that make things tick.

The stories of the privatization fights at St. James and Southbridge Towers that follow—seen at eye-level from Wenna and many more residents—reveal themselves to be deeper than simple morality tales of profiteering vs. altruism, more complex than a battle between selfish privateers and idealistic defenders of the public realm. Rather, the sides that cooperators take in these community-shredding debates, how they construct their arguments—how they justify their positions to themselves and the pitches they make to sway others—all hold key information on the fervent contest over space across the country. The human perspectives of Southbridge and St. James serve as a prism through which to better distinguish the consequences of how we govern, the language we use, and the rights we feel entitled to—and what they mean for our ability to create and sustain cities that approach the ideal of equity, which, though increasingly invoked, remains painfully out of reach. These stories are parables, in the term’s actual meaning: they don’t tie up neatly. They are, in the words of poet and theologian Pádraig Ó Tuama, an “irritant” that “gets under the skin” and “leaves all kinds of tendrils at the end.”26

What does it mean when the people who are the primary beneficiaries (and, in this case, owners) of a public good are also the biggest threat to its survival? What kind of belonging do we venerate: belonging to a community, a collective, a public, a place—or something belonging to you, as property? How do these logics of ownership intersect with divisions of race and class, access to opportunity, and virtues of empathy and mutual support? Whose good are we working toward, and who are “we”? The crucibles of the fiery debates that consumed these two co-ops as residents like Wenna argued for and against privatization of their homes offer answers.

At their center lies a fundamental American tension between collective and private interests. Homes, once emblematic of the promise of the American Dream, are now the site of its reckoning. Many Americans will no longer brook a persistent racial wealth gap or a dwindling middle class, and they are hungry for new or expanded approaches to repair these wounds—decommodifying housing, regulating rents, and establishing community land trusts. People across the country and the ideological spectrum are appropriately questioning what ownership means, what rights are inherent within it, and what responsibilities owners have to our communities. They—we—also need to be asking how to maintain the solutions that will be, or are already, put in place. The later chapters in this book look beyond New York to other contests and campaigns: new agricultural commons, the LANDBACK movement in Indigenous communities, and tenants’ rights organizing. Together, they form a broader picture of the cultural and political changes necessary to assert a renewed ethic of ownership that can help us maintain our public goods.

The fight is fierce, but as for Wenna, she’s resolute before the struggle. “I’m going to kick ass,” she tells me, a glint in her eye.



*Bed-Stuy is short for Bedford-Stuyvesant, a neighborhood with, like many New York neighborhoods, fluctuating boundaries. Today, St. James Place, where this diner sits, is commonly considered part of Clinton Hill, a piece of Bed-Stuy that has been rebranded by the real estate industry. Throughout the book I will refer to the area as Bed-Stuy or Bedford-Stuyvesant, as Wenna Redfern does.

*Housing accessible to low- and middle-income people is often described as “affordable” or “subsidized.” These are imprecise descriptors given that affordability is relative and government subsidies for “market-rate” housing across the country are monumental.






CHAPTER 1

Social Homes

When representatives from Tishman Realty & Construction Co. tossed a ceremonial shovelful of dirt on June 26, 1962, marking the plot where St. James Towers would eventually rise at the corner of St. James Place and Lafayette Avenue, they did so on already broken ground. On that day, the famed developers began to realize a vision for Bedford-Stuyvesant first advanced a decade prior. In 1953, the City’s Committee on Slum Clearance, wielded by the heavy fist of master builder Robert Moses, had deemed the mostly Black area blighted. So the City seized it—forty acres emanating north and east from the corner—and told the 1,100 families living and working there to get lost.1 Their sacrifice was required to make way for new buildings and different people. The City’s vision included an expansion of the Pratt Institute—the renowned arts and architecture university then scattered along the neighborhood’s public ways—and two new clusters of high-rise, modernist apartment buildings. Such displacement, and replacement, was often the outcome of this kind of public-private endeavor, termed by turns urban renewal, slum clearance, or, for its basis under the first section of the federal Housing Act of 1949, a Title I project.

That muggy summer Tuesday may have been one of mixed feelings for Wenna Redfern’s father. As an architect for Tishman’s chosen design firm on the project, Kelly & Gruzen, he’d helped draw the plans for one of the residential clusters, then called University Terrace. The project was meant to revitalize an urban neighborhood and build affordable homes for the middle class. But the dense fourteen-block supposed slum that was cleared to make room for the project had been a center for Black life in Brooklyn. Its destruction, and that of other neighborhoods like it,gave urban renewal another colloquial name, the implication likely to tinge Wenna’s dad’s pride in his work with bitterness: “Negro removal.”2

Under Moses’s plan, the neighborhood’s standard blocks would be transformed into three “super” ones running parallel to the avenues. Pratt Institute would fill the middle chunk with grassy quads, sculpture gardens, and private sports facilities. On either side, new residential towers would insulate the institute, which was then “being encroached upon from the south by deteriorating and substandard neighborhoods, and from the east by commerce and industry.”3 These towers were also envisioned as a fire break, a barrier to the supposed blight sweeping the neighborhood. The area’s decline had elements real and imagined that combined in a vicious cycle. The “prevalence of first floor stores in otherwise residentially occupied buildings” was enough to justify their demise.4 The area’s occupants, especially the “Negro” population that rose from 28.5 percent of the area in 1950 to 47.7 percent a decade later, was another strike against these blocks.5 To the White establishment, Black and Brown residents meant risk, crime, and poor housing quality. The accompanying disinvestment in the area, born of discrimination, then gave this bias credence. The powers behind the urban renewal plan, among them Pratt’s administration, hoped the new towers set to rise around their expanded campus would be home to a different sort of resident: the faculty and administrators required by the growing institute.6

University Terrace was the last of the three superblocks to be developed. It would consist of three identical twenty-four-story apartment buildings, neat rectangles oriented perpendicular to Lafayette Avenue, all their units reserved for middle-income families. Wenna Redfern’s would be one of them.

Moving there hadn’t been the Redferns’ original plan. Wenna’s father had initially put money down on land in the Bronx, only to have the owner (“Her name was Mrs. Wheeler. I remember that,” said Wenna) back out of the sale once she learned that Mr. Redfern was Black. When Wenna’s mom found the plans for University Terrace on her husband’s desk, she cajoled him into shelving the drawings for the Bronx dream home he’d designed. They should instead construct a life and community in that “glorified project,” she argued. Two years before the groundbreaking, Wenna’s mom was fourth in line at the sales office to put down $2,900 for their share—the same share her daughter, then a student at Curry College outside Boston, would fight to keep out of the speculative market over five decades later.

A MOST AMBITIOUS PROGRAM

That Black middle-class families like the Redferns would soon make up the majority of the residents in St. James Towers both fulfilled and subverted the intentions behind the Limited Profit Housing Companies Law of 1955, supported by New York City Mayor Robert Wagner and sponsored by State Senator MacNeil Mitchell and Assemblyman Alfred Lama. Those two legislators, now immortalized in the alpaca-evoking nickname for the housing program created by that act, saw the Mitchell-Lama buildings as gap-filler and counterweight in the housing market. Middle-income folks living in the state’s urban areas were too well-off to gain entry to public housing and too poor to afford quality apartments on the speculative market. The Redferns fit this bill.

They did not, however, fit another. The program’s supporters had hoped that this new affordable housing would attract the White families then being wooed by the expanding suburbs.7 The Mitchell-Lama program sent a message to those families: We’ll see your cookie-cutter homes financed by cheap, subsidized mortgages tied to the city by interstates, and we’ll raise you a new kind of subsidized housing within city limits, close to jobs and transit. Unlike many exclusively White neighborhoods in the sprawling burbs, these buildings did not have racial covenants and redlining to regulate their demographics. Instead, some of these buildings became havens to families like Wenna’s who otherwise faced discrimination in the market.8

The approach wasn’t altogether novel, but the scale of Mitchell-Lama would soon make it what housing historian Matthew Lasner calls “the most ambitious program of its kind in U.S. history.”9 Between 1955 and 1974, ground across New York City broke under the weight of almost one hundred co-ops with sixty-nine thousand apartments and over 170 rental developments with more than sixty-nine thousand additional homes. This outlay includes the largest cooperative development in the world, Co-op City in the Bronx—its thirty-five towers, seven townhouse clusters, and 15,372 units housing fifty thousand residents in a former marsh once home to the Freedomland amusement park.10 Hip-hop was born in a Bronx Mitchell-Lama building: 1520 Sedgewick Avenue, where DJ Kool Herc made his authoritative debut on the ones and twos in a community room rented for $25 for his sister’s back-to-school party. The likes of Alicia Keyes, Larry David, Samuel L. Jackson, and Timothée Chalamet laid their heads on the West Side in artist housing at Manhattan Plaza. And in Coney Island, thrill chasers rattling up the Cyclone rollercoaster’s wooden tracks can look out on Fred-developed Trump Village and contemplate Donald’s origin story before the drop.

Mitchell-Lama sought to address a severe housing crisis. Underbuilding during the war had left New York City, and much of the country, in a crunch. In a turn soon to sweep the rest of the country, New York policymakers also jettisoned direct public delivery of low- and middle-income housing in favor of ventures led by private developers like Tishman. Some of these developers were mission-driven, like the union-backed United Housing Federation (UHF) behind Co-op City. Others were largely out for profit—the potential for which was, as the official name of the Mitchell-Lama act stated up front, supposedly limited. The cap on a developer’s return on investment started at 6 percent and was later increased to 7.5 percent. That for-profit developers jumped at the program is not a testament to their commitment to building a public good. Rather, their eagerness speaks to the public largesse of the program. It vastly reduced developers’ risks and costs, and the limited government oversight that accompanied it unintentionally permitted that largesse to line many individual pockets.11 The program provided developers with low interest rate mortgages that covered up to 95 percent of costs; the builders had to risk relatively little cash of their own. The City also gave the projects a tax break of between 40 percent and 100 percent, drastically reducing operating costs. And in some cases, the projects came with a ready-made site for their undertaking, already assembled and occasionally prepared with federal urban renewal funds. This was the case at St. James.

In addition to limiting a developer’s profit, state and city government exacted other requirements in exchange for such generous financing. When families like Wenna’s began to flock to the sales office that realtor Herbert Charles set up at the corner of St. James Place and Lafayette Avenue, their income would be vetted. No one earning more than six or seven times the monthly maintenance (their share of the co-op’s mortgage and other expenses) was allowed to put down a deposit on a share. In 1963, maintenance on the Redferns’ three-bedroom would cost just $132 a month. Freshly built and inexpensive, their new home also benefited from its proximity to Pratt, the G subway line, and the fervent Black culture of the larger neighborhood. As these residents took the mantle of co-op ownership from the developers, they too took on a “limited-profit” measure: the limited-equity provision that meant an eventual sale of their share would return to them their initial purchase price plus very limited appreciation.

The program was designed to maintain these limited-profit restrictions permanently, thus keeping the housing affordable to middle- and low-income individuals in perpetuity. There was no way to remove them. Privatization was not even a possibility at the start. This was of little concern to co-op developers, whose role in the buildings was largely done and dusted by the time all the units were sold. On that corner in Bed-Stuy, they could just roll their profits, their backhoes, and their workers into the next building down the avenue, St. James giving way to Ryerson Towers, and Ryerson to Pratt. Given the origins of the program, the limited-profit provisions were far from controversial—they were expected. The developer got paid for work with minimal risk, the cooperators got stable, quality housing at a reasonable price, and city and state governments fulfilled a mission to provide basic shelter for an underserved segment of the populace considered a bulwark in the larger democratic endeavor.

The pedestrian nature of the model at the time, and its exotic status today, speaks to an inversion of exception and rule. Now, one must tag the unwieldy modifier “limited-equity” onto a co-op to clarify that the topic of conversation isn’t the kind of expensive buildings that crowd Central Park, inhabiting and inhabited by the upper crust of Manhattan. When St. James began its dimensional transition from financing agreements and blueprints into brick and concrete, limited-equity co-ops were the norm.

OF ANTECEDENTS AND ADVANCES

That “speculative co-ops” suggested a contradiction in terms was due to the influence of a cooperative movement that had made landfall in the American housing space almost a half century prior, one that paved the way for Mitchell-Lama. In 1916, just inland from the sprawling docks of South Brooklyn, a group of Finnish immigrants chose an apt name for the modest four-story walk-up they built together: Alku, or Beginning.12 Today, you’ll find precious little to differentiate Alku and its successor next door, Alku Toinen, from their neighbors. One of red-brown brick, the other tan, each with fire escapes zigzagging up their center and a haphazard arrangement of AC units poking from white-trimmed windows, these cooperative siblings exhibit the same physical unremarkableness of St. James. Only the plaques beside the buildings’ simple entryways affirm their spots on the National Register of Historic Places. And yet, these two were trendsetters, built not by for-profit developers but by members of the Finnish Home Building Association who’d pooled funds to provide five-room apartments for themselves rather than crowding together in subpar tenements. This approach to providing accessible and affordable housing to the working class was so novel, this side of the Atlantic, that the two Alkus had to register with New York State’s Department of Agriculture, the regulatory body deemed most likely to understand cooperative arrangements.13

The Scandinavian American community would do much over the ensuing decade to mainstream the form in New York, building upward of fifty similar limited-equity co-ops across Brooklyn and into Manhattan.14 They were accompanied by a boom in speculative, luxury cooperatives targeting the upper classes, who had only recently begun to live in multi-family housing. Their homes, in contrast to the ordinary elegance of the Alkus, sported lobbies and doormen to preserve high society’s retreat and protection from the wider city. The two varieties of housing co-op may have sported the same corporate form, but the physical and psychological distance between the industrial shoreline of Brooklyn and the tony edge of Central Park East was matched by the gap in intentions and principles that underlay them. The distinction between the two is so stark that the Department of Agriculture’s purview over the Alkus made some sense. Those limited-equity co-ops arguably shared more in common with a small food co-op in northwest England started some seventy years prior than with a speculative housing cooperative that could have sprouted next door.

The Alkus’ ancestry can be traced back to twenty-eight residents of Rochdale, England, who banded together in 1844 to sell oats, butter, sugar, and flour from an old wool warehouse. They’d had enough of profit-obsessed traders exploiting the city’s breakneck, industry-driven growth with their subpar goods: chalk that ruined their dough, sand adding grit to sugar stores, and the I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter of the day (spoilt green bars turned yellow again with a dash of copper). Instead, the Rochdale Pioneers created an alternative for themselves, contributing a pound each to start a collective business and the world’s first modern co-op.

Today, northeast of Manchester, pressed between the A158 heading to Bury and Bolton and the sprawling Rochdale Exchange Shopping Centre, sits the remains of the street where it all started: Toad Lane, named not for the animal but for the fusion of “the” and “old” in the Lancashire accent that rang through the mills during the Industrial Revolution. Old it indeed looks, the Pioneers’ redbrick building with slate roof and stone lintels bounding broad windows of many panes across a cobblestoned street from an abbey and parsonage. To look inside is to glimpse the simplicity of the co-op’s operation: the scales hung from the ceiling, the mixing bowls on wooden tables, the meeting minutes inscribed on broad, bound books in flowery script. It is now a museum. Talk to any of the docents, and you’ll hear that the starring act of the Rochdale Pioneer Cooperative Society is not the food, the business, or the individuals and their impressive neckbeards but the co-op’s rules.

These governing precepts are now known as the Rochdale Principles. They undergird the cooperative businesses, and many of the cooperative housing schemes, that have flourished since these individuals organized against exploitation by unchecked capitalism. They bind Rochdale to Alku, to St. James and Southbridge, across space and time. They are the foundation of true cooperatives. As revolutionary as they were when promulgated, and as antithetical to prevailing corporate status quo as they remain, the principles are relatively simple, summarized as “Voluntary and Open Membership; Democratic Member Control; Member Economic Participation; Autonomy and Independence; Education, Training, and Information; Cooperation Among Cooperatives; and Concern for Community.”15

These boil down to the following: Anyone can join if they accept the responsibilities of membership, without regard to their identity. Co-ops are governed democratically—all members’ votes hold the same weight, no matter the scale of an individual’s economic contribution to the corporation. All members, however, must contribute some capital, on which dividends are equitably distributed. Co-ops should maintain their independence from outside entities while also cooperating with peers to broaden their movement—one that works for the benefit of the communities beyond the co-op. And co-ops should work to educate those communities on the benefits of cooperation, while also ensuring the necessary training of their members to carry on the co-op’s work in keeping with the principles.

When the Rochdale Principles were first created—in a country enthralled with monarchy, in a metro area bursting with forced migration as common lands in Europe were enclosed, among a populace laboring in peril in the factories turbocharging capitalism, within a political system that only afforded the right to vote to landed men—they were radical, and their deployment transformative. The pioneers’ co-op boomed, growing into the Cooperative Wholesale Society and its current manifestation, the Co-op Group. A Cooperative Union, Cooperative Press, and Cooperative College grew up around it. The principles spread worldwide, facilitated by the International Co-operative Alliance that would bind together the co-ops that employed them.16

In early twentieth-century New York, housing activists like Catherine Bauer and progressive Jewish unionists carried forward what the Finns had made of Rochdale’s innovation, founding housing co-ops like Sunnyside Gardens in Queens in 1924 and the neo-Tudor Shalom Aleichem Houses just west of the Bronx’s Van Cortlandt Park in 1927.17 There, artist studios, lectures, performances, and a common cafeteria sought to cultivate a secular Yiddish culture within affordable, accessible homes.18 Their ideals of openness and empowerment melded with those of labor unions, who would soon extend their reach beyond the workplace. Of particular significance would be their collaboration with a Ukrainian socialist-turned-anarchist, Abraham Kazan, and his behemoth United Housing Foundation.19 The UHF grew steadily to become a major player in the city’s housing-development scene and a keystone of a wider era of social democracy in New York City post–World War II. It was guided by an explicit commitment to limited-equity cooperatives, serving union members and the working class and imbuing their dwellings with the sense of solidarity that unions cultivated on the shop floor.

Without Kazan and the UHF, it’s hard to imagine limited-equity co-ops making the jump of scale from a smattering of 16-unit Alkus to 326-unit St. James Towers, 1,651-unit Southbridge Towers, and 15,372-unit Co-op City.20 Kazan is credited with helping to realize forty thousand homes still lived in today, thanks to the huge labor base of his federation and the political and economic power that it carried. He worked closely with the City of New York and New York State (including infamous power broker Robert Moses) to push projects through and create the funding streams that enabled those scalar jumps.21 Under the State’s Limited Dividend Housing Companies Law of 1926, Kazan combined tax abatements with cheap, cleared former “slum” land. This recipe cooked up the predecessors to Mitchell-Lamas: Penn Station South in Manhattan’s Garment District and the Seward Park Houses on the Lower East Side.

Despite the UHF’s best efforts, other developers weren’t interested in following suit, and the State and City were eager to bring more private money into the middle-income housing endeavor. The Limited Profit Housing Companies Law of 1955—Mitchell-Lama—was an attempt to woo that private money in. Mitchell-Lama provided even more generous and direct support of private companies’ construction of middle-income co-ops and rental buildings, adding mortgages provided by the State and City and backed by government bonds to the Limited Dividend mix. Middle-income rental projects were an attractive asset class to a different variety of developer and its investors. They were also more likely to serve relatively lower-income individuals than the co-ops. That form, of course, remained preferred by the likes of Kazan, who saw housing not just as shelter but as a place of social transformation. Kazan may not have been pictured on April 18, 1955, as Governor Averell Harriman signed the bipartisan bill, but his influence was present nonetheless. It was a law that bred real hope. “For the first time,” wrote the New York State Joint Legislative Committee on Housing and Multiple Dwellings, “the Committee has found it possible to make dents in the housing shortage within the middle-income, white collar field” and to fill the “no man’s land” between luxury and public housing.22

PRIVATIZATION, UNLEASHED

Before the construction of St. James got underway, the wider urban renewal endeavor in Bed-Stuy peppered the neighborhood with construction cavities throughout the mid-1950s. It also brought scandal. The Pratt Institute portion of the project had proceeded according to plan. Crowds cheered the excavation that would lay the groundwork for a new campus building with a sign ordering workers to “Dig That Crazy Ground!” Bulldozers carved troughs in street walls of row houses, exhibiting rubble before a grab bag of wallpapers. Former front doors stood repurposed as construction fencing, jagged teeth fronting a pit in progress.

Elsewhere in the district, little had changed since the plan was hatched. Before Tishman, the original developer overseeing the urban renewal area had been the private firm Hall Developers. The City had taken the hundreds of existing structures in the area’s footprint by eminent domain, then transferred their ownership to Hall. Those properties’ former owners were transformed into
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