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    To my parents, who fed me with milk, honey and humor


    


    I Curiosity


    


    


    


    1 Transgression


    


    


    “First you have to read all the books already written about the Bronx” – that was the advice of Maria’s colleagues – “and maybe afterwards you could go there. That way at least you’ll have a few ideas to check out. Otherwise... well, you are only going to risk wasting a lot of time... not to mention risking your life!”


    Maria already had a shelf full of books and a drawer full of articles clipped from the New York Times, but her interests lay in a different direction.


    “Have the people who live in the Bronx read those books,” she asked, with a touch of sarcasm.


    “No? So, if they haven’t read them, why should I?”


    Then she added, more seriously: “All I want to do up there is to look and listen. I want to take a good look at my difficulties in communicating with the people who live there, and at theirs in communicating with me. At the things that get on our nerves, at my own discomfort. I hope to collect a lot of little clues that will fit together like the pieces of a puzzle. And at the end of it all, I might just come away with a better idea of the intellectual and moral climate of certain areas of the Bronx today.”


    While sipping from mugs of hot coffee, her friends continued to tease her.


    “The moral and intellectual climate of the South Bronx! Wow! Now, that’s what I would call an original idea!”


    “You Europeans have certainly got a lot of courage!”


    “But what about a gun? Have you got a gun?”


    “I hope at least that you’ve taken a course in self defense!”


    And then, somewhat worried, they offered their stock of friendly, hopefully helpful tips:


    “If you just can’t help going up there, you should wear the most ridiculous hat you can find and also a pair of dark glasses. That way you’ll look as though you live there.”


    “D..d..don’t be afraid, if you g..g..go during the d..d..day and always l..l..look straight ahead, and n..n..never stand in one p..p..place, and seem like you know where you’re g..g..going, n..n..nothing will h..h..happen to you.”


    (Those were the words of a stuttering professor of civil law whose work took him into the Bronx from time to time. Who knows if he went there wearing the most ridiculous hat he could find?)


    Maria was an Italian sociologist whose interests lay in what she described as “the art of listening,” and she knew that she had chosen a highly neglected, if not quite suspect specialization.


    While living now in New York, in Larchmont, in Westchester County, with her husband and two children, Maria had come to think of the Bronx as the ideal place in which to test the limits, and as well, perhaps, to prove the virtues of her “art of listening,” but at first she had heeded the general warning not to set foot in the place because she had only recently arrived from Italy and had the problem of settling in and finding her way around.


    Meanwhile she was talking about her idea with her well-to-do new acquaintances. “But where would you start?” they would typically and anxiously ask her.


    “How would you establish a first contact?”


    Maria had thought for quite some time about these questions, and had seen them as the signs of a dramatic, pathological break-down in communications. These people’s homes were only a couple of miles away from the South Bronx – which in the 1990 census had a population of six hundred thousand people, out of a total of a million and two hundred thousand for the whole of the Bronx – and no one seemed to have as much as a single address, a name, a telephone number. And not even a clue as to how to go about getting one!


    It was enough to mention the Bronx – simply to pronounce the word – and people who usually glowed with pragmatism suddenly became nervous and absentminded like so many geriatrics with an advancing arteriosclerosis that keeps their minds out of focus.


    A few of them even taught in the Bronx and went there every day. Yet they hadn’t been able (or was it willing?) to be of any help to her: “The only thing we try to teach our classes is that it’s not a good idea to deal drugs. That maybe it’s the easiest way to make a lot of money, but will finally ruin your life. And that the girls can find some other way of social and emotional affirmation aside from precocious sexual relations with their classmates.” They were overwhelmed by this thankless task and felt abandoned, isolated, and disappointed. They slinked to the Bronx to go to work, and then beat a hasty retreat.


    When Maria had suggested that one day she might tag along and spend a day with them at the schools where they taught, she had found herself faced with a wall of misgivings: the school wouldn’t give permission for visits from strangers; the work they did was so demanding as to leave them totally exhausted and without a minute to spare.


    Maybe they’d have given in if she had insisted more strongly and showed greater determination, but Maria for the moment was satisfied with noting how greatly these reactions clashed with the kind of cordiality and generosity and willingness to help which these very same people showed on just about any other occasion, or when facing just about any other request.


    Some of Maria’s acquaintances had even been born in the Bronx and had lived there throughout their childhood. But they didn’t like to admit it and lowered their voices when they did, almost as though confessing. That was really very strange. Americans are usually so happy to tell the stories of their lives, starting if possible with the very first ancestors who stepped off the boat in utter poverty and without the knowledge of a single word of English.


    So, how had the Bronx been before, Maria insisted. And they would either close up entirely and say no more than, “Oh, it was quite a different thing,” or they would slip into the air that people have when they don’t expect to be believed, and say, “The Bronx back then was full of happy children,” and then go on to add, “There was lots of Art Deco, ever so many small businesses, ever so much vitality, and even moral rectitude.” Yet the stories all ended abruptly with, “But then we moved.” A true and proper exodus.


    Maria came away with nothing but fragments, but they were always much the same:


    


    1. In the 1940s and 1950s (the period in which Maria’s acquaintances had been born) the Bronx had been relatively prosperous, and its streets had been full of healthy, happy children who went to a large variety of public and private schools, all of them quite respectable.


    2. No other borough of the City of New York had had so many parks and Art Deco buildings, and its system of public transportation had quickly developed into one of the most comprehensive. It had been full of solid, comfortable apartments, mainly inhabited by industrious, middle-class people, with a high percentage of Jews.


    3. The life of the area had centered on hundreds of small factories that offered steady work and good pay to specialized workers and office personnel (lots of Italians and Irish) who then moved into the area as soon as they could.


    4. The depression of the 1930s was a time in which the Bronx gave proof of all of its extraordinary energy: whenever a business folded, there were always people who were ready to start a new one. It was a highly dynamic urban fabric and it was able to react to the great upheavals of economic crisis, internal migration, and social unrest.


    5. Daily life had been so calm and orderly, so completely a question of family life and daily work and going to church on Sundays, that the papers seldom had news to offer from the Bronx, and novelists could find no subject in it.


    6. And then one day, the families of the prosperous people who told these stories had moved to the suburbs. At first they had found occasion, from time to time, to go back and pay a visit to their former neighborhoods, but then – when the social fabric of the Bronx began to fall apart with all the incredible speed that’s a fact of common knowledge – they had never set foot there again.


    


    Why had they moved? The answers to Maria’s question were far from complete: on the one hand, the streets and houses of the Bronx had been growing overcrowded, and delinquency was on the rise; and on the other hand, the federal government offered such attractive tax advantages to people who purchased houses in the suburbs.


    The tone of these stories made Maria think back to Stefan Zweig’s Yesterday’s World: The Memories of a European, where he recounts the reactions of central Europe’s middle classes to the sudden collapse of ancient values and certainties after the First World War. Maria held back from being sarcastic, but would have wanted to quote him, “It must have been a world where everyone knew exactly what they owned, and exactly what was due to them, what was permitted and what was prohibited: a world where everything had its norm, and a clear weight and measure.”


    But what was the name for the social war which had put an end, in the 1970s, to the safe, industrious, and well-to-do community of the Bronx? There was no definition by which to grasp it – not at least for these people with whom Maria had talked – and it had seemingly been fought and lost against no specific enemy. The image that arose from their stories might have had more to do with an epidemic, with a mysterious virus that attacked the very roots of all the most basic forms of civilized coexistence.


    After “the Bronx,” no one could feel safe, especially people who lived in big cities. That was the general feeling. And that – Maria said to herself – was the reason, in the midst of so many areas of moral and economic poverty and general decline to be found in so many American cities, as well as in the rest of the world, why only the Bronx was “the Bronx.”


    Maria, as by now should be clear, was a very stubborn person. She simply couldn’t imagine that every single corner of a city the size of Bologna (and that’s the size of the South Bronx) could be “too dangerous to visit.”


    The more they talked, the more Maria wanted to go and take a look at the way people lived and thought “over there.”


    


    


    


    2 The Right Track


    


    


    Maria’s youngest son was by now eighteen. At six feet two inches tall, he and his ear-ring and the great, strange tuft of hair on his forehead had been ready, guitar in tow, to leave for college, and had gone. Maria had felt this way before, when as a girl she’d been left by a boy-friend: the pain of the separation and a bewildering, “excessive” freedom that slowly but surely abandoned the field to the joy and fullness of feeling that once again she belonged to herself.


    Now, first of all, she and her husband could move to Manhattan, to the Upper West Side, and, second, she could go to the Bronx. There were no further reasons for hanging back. She had kept a telephone number almost hidden in her address book for the past two years.


    It was a telephone number for which she felt a special affection for at least two reasons, even though she wasn’t acquainted with the person whom it reached. First of all, her intuition had told her that it might be the “right track.” Secondly, she had received it quite by chance, when least expecting it.


    Maria was an experienced researcher, and she knew that good research was a question of patience and perseverance. She also knew that a researcher armed with both would find the most precious contacts, tips and bits of information when least expecting them. Good researchers are different from mediocre researchers since they know how to grasp such occasions. Like that phone number.


    Two years before: at a hotel on Fifth Avenue, facing Central Park, for a Christmas dinner, replete with a raffle and prizes, for the staff of the Italian corporation where her husband worked. The man seated next to her was a lawyer. And as the table was being cleared of the appetizers and awaited the appearance of the first course, he had let himself go to fond memories and had told her about the time, way back when, when the stocky, black chauffeur named Henry was the only American employed by the company, which also meant that he had had to serve as the company’s nominal president. Later, while waiting for the second course, he had grown more confidential and talked about his son, with sudden shifts of mood as he went about it. His son had graduated a couple years back from Yale Law School (pride) where he had specialized in “poverty law” (anxiety), and now he was working with enormous enthusiasm (pride) “right in the heart of the Bronx” (anxiety) where he was earning not so much as a third of the salary (anxiety) which he otherwise might have expected (pride).


    “Right in the heart of the Bronx!” That expression for Maria had bristled with the feeling of “the call of the wild.” As though those words contained the precise address (wherever it might be) of the door on which she was destined to knock. Somewhere from the lower strata of her mind she heard a heavy, emphatic voice that spoke in the allusive language of dreams and advertising: “Don’t just settle for any Bronx. What you want is the heart of the Bronx! Anywhere else, and your research will be run of the mill!” The rational part of her mind knew such voices quite well and took them for what they were – a game – and replied with its characteristic irony: “You silly, exaggerated voices! You can’t imagine that I’m dumb enough to fall for your seductions.” But that was far from enough to shut them up, and their enticing whisper continued: “This is the right track, and it better not get away from you.”


    The lawyer of course knew nothing of this internal dispute and had proved appreciative of his table mate’s suddenly alarmed, grave, or disquieted expressions, and had added with bitter sarcasm: “And just imagine that he’s ready to tell me that the Bronx today is one of America’s most interesting hotbeds for new ideas!”


    That was enough. Maria replied quite seriously, “This is the very first time I’ve ever heard anything so good about the Bronx, calling it a place with new and interesting ideas. I’d like to meet your son. Could you give me his phone number?”


    There are times in the life of a researcher when you have to find a rational reason to accept the hints that your emotions, for utterly irrational reasons, are already anxious to follow.


    And now, two years later, she had meanwhile discovered other routes of approach to the Bronx (like the Baptist, Episcopal, and Catholic churches that stood at the center of its activist movements, as well as the numerous colleges that existed in the area) but all the same she continued to feel that the path of “the man who said something good about the Bronx” deserved at least to be tried out. Before anything else.


    The man who said something good about the Bronx had meanwhile moved to Florida, as Maria learned from the secretary who answered the phone. Now he was teaching “poverty law” not far from Miami, at the University of Florida. So Maria’s route for getting to the Bronx, at just a few miles from the apartment in which she lived, started with a long-distance phone call. Messages got left back and forth with answering machines, and then finally she found herself talking with the warm and reassuring voice she had expected all along.


    She attempted to be brief and telegraphic: “What I want to do is to visit a part of the Bronx where the people have gotten organized and are trying to save their neighborhoods, both morally and physically. I need a few names and telephone numbers for people who’re involved in this kind of work, and who might be willing to let me shadow them in the course of their daily lives. I want to find out what they do and how they live, what they believe in, what kind of hopes they have and what kind of difficulties they have to meet as people who have refused to resign themselves to catastrophe.”


    Maria’s words were so emphatic as to call up a laugh from the throat of this young expert on poverty law.


    “I know all sorts of situations that fit that description. The Bronx is crawling with grass-roots social action committees, committees that occupy abandoned houses, committees against drugs, committees that work in the schools, committees that work at the court house, ad hoc committees for specific goals. Some of them are quite successful and last for years; others disappear right away. One of the groups with which I myself have been involved has been enormously successful, and these are the people I’d like to put you in touch with: the Banana Kelly Community.”


    “Banana what?” Maria’s mind had conjured up the image of a warehouse where people were canning bananas. A fully ridiculous idea, but that in itself was a reason not to throw it away; she was after all in America.


    “Banana Kelly Community. It’s a committee that started at the end of the 1970s on Kelly Street, right at the center of the South Bronx. It came from the efforts of a black working-class family and a young social worker whose parents came from Italy. They were right in the midst of absolute desolation – empty lots full of garbage, dozens of houses that went up in flames every night, families that were moving out every day, gangs of drug pushers and juvenile delinquents who were ready to steal anything – and they came up with a slogan: Don’t move, improve. They attracted the attention of a group of people and set up meetings in a basement and defined a clear, precise goal: to make the Kelly Street area inhabitable. They started by sweeping the neighborhood’s streets and constructing a vegetable garden on an empty lot. As a symbol of rebirth. Next, with the assistance of a group of lawyers and architects, they managed to convince the city to sell them the houses which were scheduled for demolition, paying the nominal price of a dollar each. The idea was to renovate these houses, and the people who did the work then went to live in them. They got the National Guard to help them build a park. So now there’s a park in a place where you used to find drug addicts. And where the city was tearing down buildings to keep them from being taken over by the gangs, you now find families with children, and the streets are almost free from danger. They’ve done some really great things. Banana Kelly Community is now an association that handles hundreds of thousands of dollars.”


    Maria was surprised and perplexed. This image of the Bronx was so unusual as to be nearly unbelievable. But she liked that slogan: Don’t move, improve. It immediately rang true to her: pragmatic, concrete, and absurd, which is just what it had to be in that kind of situation. In short, she found it convincing. That slogan was absolutely in line with the Far West sorts of fantasies, with the notion of relying on your own strength, that permeate the intellectual atmosphere of the United States. So even America’s poor are “Americans?” That seemed like a very good question, and it was one of the things that a visit to the Bronx might tell her.


    This is the beauty of “going to see for yourself,” if in fact you know how to look and listen: there are no ideas which you have to start out by throwing away. You can accept all the stories that people have to tell, the ones which are far too rosy and up in the air, no less than the ones which overflow with desperation. Because the thing that counts is how all of it finds its place (and everything always finds its place, to a certain degree or in a certain way) in the real and complex circumstances of daily life.


    But if the inhabitants of even a tiny little piece of the Bronx had truly been able to rejuvenate their neighborhood, and even if only in part, it was clear that these people had a basic lesson to teach: a lesson on the art of how to get things started again after reaching the pits of community disintegration.


    A few days later and Maria was set to go. Her first appointment “in the heart of the Bronx” – in the Hunts Point area – was with a young woman who spoke with a slight Spanish accent: Yolanda Rivera, the director of Banana Kelly Community.


    This first trip, and this first conversation, left her with the feeling of standing some several inches taller. She had lifted the lid of Pandora’s box, and the creatures flying out of it had taken the form of snatches and glimpses of urban spaces, of the stories of people’s lives, of a whole social history, and as well of her own misgivings and preconceptions. They contained the exciting conviction that indeed she had found the right track.


    


    


    


    3 Longwood Avenue


    


    


    As Maria left her apartment building and waved to the doorman, it was ten minutes to eight in the morning. She was living at the time on the fourteenth floor of the building at 400 West End Avenue, in Manhattan, just a few steps from the subway station at the corner of Broadway and 79th Street.


    On the previous evening, she had tried on a number of outfits and had finally decided on the clothes which now in fact she was wearing: a white trench coat, a dark red scarf, black slacks, a roomy purple blouse. Colors were popular in the Bronx. But no outlandish hat (she had tried on a couple that belonged to her sons: “Better dead than anything so silly!”); and no dark glasses (“I’m better off with a calm, cool gaze.”)


    She also had a large black bag that contained a tape recorder, the tapes that went with it, a new spiral notebook, several ball-point pens, her wallet with a modicum of money, but not too small a modicum (“If I have to get robbed, it’s better for the thief to feel satisfied,”) a subway map, and a street map. A pencil mark on the street map pointed up the corner of Kelly Street and Longwood Avenue, where Banana Kelly had its headquarters, and where her appointment was for nine o’clock.


    The secretary at Banana Kelly had told her, “From Manhattan you take line two, or line five, and get off at Prospect Avenue; or you can take line six to the Longwood Avenue stop. Whichever way you do it, you’ll then have to walk a couple of blocks, which is maybe a quarter of a mile.” Maria had opted for line two, since it seemed to be quicker from where she lived. (Yolanda was later to tell her that line six was safer, and it afterwards became her normal route.)


    In any case, she had her program worked out for that first encounter, and she knew it by heart: she’d take the uptown nine line from the stop at Broadway and 79th Street and get off at 96th Street where she’d then take line two to Prospect Avenue in the Bronx. Then she’d walk along Longwood Avenue (without staring around as though she were lost) until she got to number 946. All very simple. Thousands of people did it every day.


    And yet…. Even the entrances to the two subway stations at 79th Street, twenty yards away from one another – one on this side of Broadway, and the other on the other – and barely a hundred yards from her doorman’s reassuring smile, struck her, at ten minutes to eight in the morning, as belonging to two different worlds. (This was something she had seen before, but had never really noticed.) The entrance surmounted by the downtown sign led to trains that would carry their passengers to all the skyscraper office buildings, and it seethed with a crowd of tall, thin men with pale, rushed faces, and suits and ties, and papers and brief cases, whereas the uptown entrance on the other side of the street, the one to which Maria was walking, was practically deserted. Those stairs were slowly descended by only a few scattered figures with faces as tired as their clothes. Maria would have wanted to set one of the people from over there in front of one of the people from over here: “Just look at each other. What kind of a world do we live in?” But she saw that she was being silly. The important thing right now was to enter “the wrong side of the subway.”


    The stairs stank of urine and Maria went down them as fast as she could. She remained standing by the edge of the tracks while waiting for the train to arrive, so as not to enter into contact with any of the bums who sprawled on the various benches. When the train arrived, she got onto one of the cars that seemed most crowded: lots of dirty clothes, some of them filthy; lots of men, not many women. Why, she wondered, had she put on that damned white trench coat? Her eyes found an anchor in the sight of a pretty, blond child with a head full of curls like an angel, and seated next to his mother, whose air was sweet and resigned. She must be on her way to some school with him. And none of this seems to bother her, she’s likely to travel this stretch every day. There were other people too who had a calm and rested air, and to Maria they seemed like oases. One of them was a young Indian woman who was reading a book that bore the title The Power of the Powerless. Maria sat down beside her. A sidelong glance informed her that the subject of the book was Jesus Christ. Standing by the door was a group of young men, about twenty years old, with tough faces and brand new tennis shoes. Seated in front of her was a young Hispanic who was reading a Spanish-language newspaper. He looked fairly trustworthy... But when he lifted his eyes, they flashed with defiance, and Maria was no longer so sure.


    “What I am seeing” – Maria reminded herself (rules two and four of the art of listening) – “is largely a projection of my state of mind. Who knows how the same things will look in a month? Right now I can’t look at a person without setting off some sort of ‘defensive’ impulse that evaluates the potential danger they represent. I’ll just have to put up with that. A white, affluent, middle-class Italian woman is alone on a subway on her first trip to the South Bronx. Let’s try to take a look at the way she’s looking at things!”[1]


    “First: the danger is male. She sees the women around her as comforting, as allies, as a sign of lesser danger. Second: if people look unemployed, danger; if they look like they have a job, less danger. If they look nervous, danger; if they look relaxed, less danger. If they’re youngsters – men or women, white or black – danger.”


    Maria smiled, “You deserve to be mugged by a calm, middle-aged woman who looks like a secretary.”


    Two years previously, during a trip to Washington, D.C., an embarrassing incident had freed her from the racist presupposition that black people are more to be feared than white people. It was getting dark, she was laden with packages, and the route that led back to her hotel crossed through a park which was totally deserted, except for two groups of black teenagers whom she had to pass by. The girls were playing a game on a grid they had chalked on the ground, and the boys were grouped around a bench and talking.


    “If I were one of them,” she had thought, “I couldn’t resist the temptation to give a bit of trouble to a well-dressed white woman with her arms full of packages, like me! Maybe just to scare her by saying, ‘Boo!’” She nearly felt like turning back and finding a different route, when instead, to her great relief, she noticed that she was being overtaken by a young white man, tall and thin, about twenty years old, who was walking rapidly in her same direction. “Lucky me, I’m not alone,” she thought, as she gave him a smile. But the boy quickened his pace as he passed at her side and launched a gob of spit on the ground, directly in front of her feet, forcing her to a sudden halt. A great gob of spit that flew through the air like a dart. Then he ran away laughing. She resumed her course in utter disorientation, and on coming abreast of the group of black teenagers had then been greeted by friendly smiles which even seemed vaguely protective. She was later to wonder if the white boy’s gesture had been something more than a simple insult, if it hadn’t been intentionally “educational.” Had he picked up the scent of her fears and decided to teach her a lesson? She wasn’t able to recover her bearings until the moment she looked inside of herself and admitted that the boy’s gesture – no matter its intentions – had in any case served a purpose. It had cured her of the notion that white people are reassuring, and that blacks are dangerous. Later she had used the story of this incident in her course on “the art of listening;” she and her students discussed it while trying to investigate the relationship between emotions, stereotypes and knowledge.


    She changed train at 96th Street. Line two travels beneath Harlem, and then beneath the East River, where it crosses into the Bronx and comes above ground as an elevated train a few stations later. At the two stops in Harlem (at 125th Street and 135th Street) nearly all the passengers got off the train, and apparently did so in a rush. Now what does this mean? What’s happening? What destiny awaits the passengers who dare to go further? The only other people remaining in Maria’s subway car were the Indian girl, who now was dozing off, and a drunk who was sleeping soundly. As the train again started out into the dismal tunnel, Maria felt alone and lost. “You, see?” she said to herself, “You’re beginning to understand what the Bronx is all about.” An image from the story of Sinbad the Sailor flashed through her mind. “Even the rats had abandoned the ship which the current was dragging towards the whirlpools of who knows what dark and perfidious ocean.”


    The first station in the Bronx (the Grand Concourse station) eluded Maria’s expectations. It presented a great crowd of freshly showered men and women with their lunches or the makings of a mid-morning break in paper bags in their hands: workers, messengers, office employees, all of them decently dressed. And swarms of high-school students. Mostly blacks; but also lots of Hispanics; two whites with blond hair and blank, scowling faces; a Chinese. Shocking-pink jackets, a yellow dress, a green dress, lots of purple, two African women draped in flowing robes in orange cotton and wearing earrings of a five inch diameter.


    The Indian girl awoke with a start, charged to the door, and disappeared into the crowd. But far from remaining empty, the subway car filled to overflowing. Solid, working-class citizens with serious eyes: the eyes of people who are well accustomed to being very careful with the small amounts of money they are able to spend. And ever so many students. Maria especially noticed three small girls with their heads covered with black plaits that were decorated with colored ribbons and shiny, plastic butterflies. The colors of the school bags on their backs were equally lively. They had remained standing, and their stance was slightly rigid – the sort of stance that might have been expected from girls on a subway who were going to school alone – but on seeing themselves to be admired, they shot a rapid smile in Maria’s direction and were clearly aware of just how pretty they were.


    So the roughest stretch, at that hour of the morning, was the stretch beneath Harlem, and not the part of the line that lay within the Bronx. At the next stop (Third Avenue) the subway car nearly emptied again. The workers and the students rapidly left the train, and the people who remained behind – or that’s, at least, how it looked to Maria – were the poor and the weary, the ones who were more like losers in the battle for survival. All the people who remained on the train in fact showed grave signs of some sort of quandary: an economic problem, or a health problem, or a physical handicap, or a psychological affliction, and frequently a combination of all of this.


    Such sudden shifts in the sociological landscape – these sudden regroupings of people along ethnic lines, or along the lines of the work they do, their degree of social integration, or even their sexual preferences – are quite common in New York City. Even in Manhattan. To find yourself in a whole new world that presents a violent contrast to the world you were looking at before, all you have to do is turn a corner, or get off the train at the next subway stop. Or you go back at a different hour to a place where you were before, and you’ll hear a different language. There’s not a single street which is always a place for a carefree walk. For certain times and stretches, yes; for others, no. People who live in New York and who neither desire nor could possibly afford to give up walking and public transportation learn to keep themselves informed of the ins and outs of a situation which in fact is constantly changing. They learn to stay in the places where it’s safe to be, and to avoid the ones that aren’t, or at least to pass through them as quickly as possible, at the right time and with a careful eye.


    “The Bronx,” Maria reflected, “is an integral part of New York City, which is a place that sees the annual arrival of nearly a hundred thousand new immigrants from all the countries of the world. So from a distance, it may have the look of ‘universal poverty,’ but when I approach it from closer up I have to expect to find myself in the midst of a constantly moving, kaleidoscopic mix of cultures, and social classes, and conflicting economic interests.


    “The newcomers who arrive in the South Bronx will likewise have that primary problem of finding the ‘safe places’ – those islands you want to get to as fast as possible – and of avoiding the places that are dangerous. My research will have reached its conclusion when I feel that I’ve learned the trick of moving like that in the area I’ve chosen to work in.”


    She remembered a trip she had made a few days previously (towards noon, and a whole different story) to Lehman College, in the North Bronx, at the last stop on line four of the subway. She wanted to consult the vast range of census information which was stored in Professor Bosworth’s computer: his data on population fluctuations from one decade to the next were practically house by house. Lehman College: manicured lawns, gray stone buildings like so many high-vaulted churches, the ample flights of stairs, the tall narrow windows. It almost might have been Oxford, if not for the squirrels and the color of the students’ skin, and yet it lay in the Bronx. In addition to textbooks, the college bookstore had a particularly high number of titles on the histories of America’s ethnic groups and on the relationship between self-confidence and social and racial discrimination. The jacket of a book that promised a look at the secrets of those who “have made it” remarked that “successful people compete with the best, and not with the average.” Not “learn from the best,” Maria had pondered, but “compete with the best.” The syllabus for a course on creative writing included books by Vygotsky, the experimental psychologist, the director Stanislawski, who invented the famous “method” taught by the Actors’ Studio, and the black woman writer Toni Morrison. Two Russian men, and an American woman. The bookstore at Lehman College gave the general impression of the library of a voracious, disorderly, upwardly-mobile self-made intellectual: a mélange of styles of discourse, of levels of investigation, of splinters of specialized knowledge, and of lively social and existential tensions. That’s the shape that’s taken by “western culture” when it decides to establish a foothold in the Bronx.


    The subway finally emerged from the tunnel and turned into an elevated train, swaying back and forth in the sun on tracks that hung suspended at the level of the fourth or fifth floor of the apartment houses. Rows of small rectangular windows with brightly colored curtains – red, green, yellow – flashed past Maria’s eyes. One of the windows framed a woman with long, black hair as she stood in her slip in front of her bathroom mirror. Farther ahead; a tall, stocky man in jockey shorts and tee-shirt was holding a heated conversation with someone in the midst of the dark of his room. He had the poise of the person who likes to talk, and the suffocated rage of the preacher. Safe, normal people whom Maria before too long would also encounter in the streets. High in the air on tracks that wound their way through the blue sky against a background of apartment windows, Maria thought back with condescension to her previous fantasies of being mugged and assaulted. Sure, a certain amount of circumspection, and you have to be alert, but there’s no need to exaggerate. She also thought back to the Indian girl. Crouched down over her book on the power of the powerless she had dozed off and had quite a nice nap. “Dozing off. Well, that’s something I’ll never be in danger of doing!” Maria caustically remarked to herself. But she was wrong. She too, not many days later, was to fall asleep in the subway after a long and exhausting day.


    The train was now entering the Prospect Avenue station. Before getting up from her seat, Maria had a moment in which to cast a glance at the upper floors of a typical Art Deco building, its shattered windows surmounted by granite bas-reliefs, and its cast-iron cornice jutting proudly out, just like the cornice of a Greek temple.


    This building, for years, had been the seat of the operations of several of the area’s biggest crack dealers. But they had recently agreed, for reasons we’ll recount before too long, to abandon it, even while continuing to use its entrance as one of their drop-off points.


    Maria – who of course knew nothing of any of that – slowly descended the stairs from the elevated station while trying to turn the street map around in her mind so as to make it coincide with the intersection of the three streets below her. She didn’t want to have to turn for help to those darkly-dressed groups of two or three men who were hanging around in silence at the foot of the stairs. There were very few cars passing by.


    Of the three streets, Longwood Avenue was the widest and emptiest. It was marked at various points by empty lots where now demolished buildings formerly had stood. Their outlines remained still visible on the buildings on either side of them. The wide, impressive sidewalks recalled an ancient prosperity, but now were empty. They too were unemployed. Maria stepped off smartly. The Art Deco building, at the corner of Prospect and Longwood Avenues, faced a long, low construction with a row of stores on the ground floor, their grates down and rusted, and with graffiti here and there. The upper storey was punctuated by smallish windows with green shutters, these too closed and swollen with filth and humidity. No one had opened them for years. “And here, ladies and gentlemen, you stand at the heart of the Bronx: cockroach heaven!” Everybody has to have a secret profession, on which to fall back if times get hard. Maria had chances as a tourist guide.


    The only two places of business which were open sold cigarettes, liquor, and bags of potato chips (and who knows what else?) A green door, between one grate and another, swung open, and two thin figures of indefinite age came out of it: a man and a woman, their shoulders curved, their jeans and sweaters hanging loosely over their skeletons. They looked about uncertainly, tottering on their feet and with an empty gaze, as though stunned by the fresh air. While passing in front of them, Maria for a moment was tempted to nod a greeting in their direction, but she quickly abandoned that impulse. “That would only be a way of asking them to ask me for a hand-out.” She left them behind her, but couldn’t get them out of her mind. They gave no sign of having seen her. Who knows if they’d have reacted to a greeting?


    A thin blond girl in a green windbreaker was walking down the street in the same direction as Maria, and Maria had already noticed her on the subway. The girl, as she overtook her, cast a wan smile in her direction, as though to say “You must be new.” Further ahead, at the street corner, a stocky man stood in the middle of the sidewalk and was counting a thick wad of money. A pusher! His behavior might have been a signal, announcing available merchandise. Maria looked off in another direction and scolded herself for her fair hair, her white overcoat, and as well for being five feet, ten inches tall. The pusher knew the meaning of his signals to the surrounding neighborhood, but Maria could only guess. She drew her notebook and her ball-point pen from out of her handbag and held them in a way that kept them visible. She wondered if the Bronx too accorded “diplomatic immunity” to journalists.


    More than half of the cases of assault and battery in New York City take place among relatives. And more than ninety percent take place between close neighbors. “We’re not relatives, and we don’t live in the same building, so there’s practically no danger, or at least there shouldn’t be!”


    On her left was a large park, with alleyways and branches among a large number of young trees, and as well with a brand new baseball diamond. Further ahead was a school: a solid construction dating from the beginning of the century, with large windows protected by iron grates. Its main entrances were on Longwood Avenue, and its rear faced the park. A black boy about ten years old and dressed in a hunting outfit (green corduroy pants, a cotton plush jacket with large pockets, and a leather bag) was crossing the street and heading towards the park. He’d have looked right at home in one of the private schools on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. “You see, there are prosperous people too.”


    (A few days later, Pearl White explained to Maria that the ways in which children are dressed can be a clue to their belonging to the family of a prosperous drug dealer.)


    Two mothers with several children each, some in strollers and others held by the hand, were going in the same direction as the young hunter. There must have been an elementary school on the other side of the park.


    The school building on Longwood Avenue had been turned into the seat of a number of public offices. Maria discovered the street number she was looking for, as well as a directory bearing numerous insignia, including the insignia of Banana Kelly Community, housed on the third floor. A young Hispanic who was mounting the stairs to the entrance paused and cast a friendly glance at her.


    “Right this way. Whatever you’re looking for must be here.”


    They entered the building together. A large doorway, more stairs, another door. And then a corridor blocked by the table of an old, uniformed watchman, thin and with a wrinkled face, lively eyes, and a cap with a gold-braided visor. Everyone who entered or left the building had to sign a register. The young Hispanic was protective and helpful and told the watchman that Maria was a friend of his, and that there was no need to ask for her identification. Then, on seeing that the destination which she had written next to her signature was “Banana Kelly,” he pointed her off to a stairway, at the rear of the corridor, to the right. They waved good-bye to one another like old friends.


    The doors of what once had been classrooms were open, and offered a glimpse of a world of prosperous office workers who moved with smiles and an easy grace among mountains of files and towers of folders, mugs of steaming coffee and paper bags holding doughnuts and sandwiches. The women waiting in the corridor likewise seemed relaxed, and even quite happy to be there, like people who had found their way to a welcoming oasis. Maria breathed a deep sigh of relief and began to mount the stairs: iron stairs with a recent coat of blue paint.


    “Oh, are you here already?” The secretary was a short black woman with a more than robust chest and seemed quite desolate. “A half hour early! And Yolanda just told me that she won’t be free until ten o’clock! An unexpected conference, and it’s very important.”


    “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got lots of time. I’ll take a look around. Where’s the coffee machine.”


    “You have to go out for coffee. We buy it at the store across the street.”


    “Well, if that’s where you go, I can go there too.” Maria by now was feeling her oats.


    “And if you want to look around.... We’ve got the whole third floor... for office space and our training courses. But nobody’s here yet. Maybe you’d be interested in the laboratories that are run by Cornell University…. They’re full of all sorts of waterfalls.”


    “What’s Cornell University doing up here?”


    “They organize courses to teach the neighborhood people how to plant gardens, and the principles of sound nutrition.”


    “How about that! You see how useful it can be to arrive early?”


    While waiting for her appointment – a wait of an hour and a half – Maria bought coffee in a paper cup from a pair of young ghosts with pale, semi-transparent skin in a small, dark store. She went outside and threw it into a trash can. It was disgusting. Then she walked along Longwood Avenue, in the opposite direction from which she had come. Here, all the houses were still standing and densely populated: brick buildings six or seven stories high. In addition to a few more bars, there was a barber, a bakery shop, two grocery stores, a couple of laudromats, and a real estate agency.


    On reaching the other subway station, the stop for line six, she was about to turn around when a young man all trussed up in an old gray coat blocked her path and whispered a string of words which she found incomprehensible. She had given herself the same advice a thousand times: react politely and show no fear. She also felt reassured, after a first thump of the heart, by the man’s physical fragility and by the fact of his being alone. She automatically slipped a hand into the pocket of her trench coat, where she felt a couple of subway tokens. She pulled one out and gave it to him, pretending not to notice his surprise, and then rapidly continued walking, leaving him there to gaze at the token in his open palm. Later, calmly reconsidering, she wondered if the boy hadn’t been trying to sell her a “fix.”


    Back at the school building, she found herself in the middle of an animated group of workers in overalls who were carrying out boxes and loading them onto a couple of delivery wagons. She followed a couple of them inside, to see where they were coming from, and she found herself in a vast room that served as a warehouse: planks of lumber, tubes of various diameters, boxes of nails, various construction tools. The workers checked in at a number of counters and presented vouchers and then waited for the stock boys to bring them what they wanted. She went up to a couple of them, who were standing around chatting. She asked, point blank, “Excuse me, but could you tell me who you work for?”


    Annoyed by the interruption, they pronounced the syllables of a couple of incomprehensible abbreviations. Since Maria had immediately sized them up as “non-dangerous,” she held her ground, maintaining a timid air, but showing no hesitation. Without being conscious of what she was doing, Maria was deciding to prove some tiny point to herself, and about herself. After a morning of amassing fears and sensations of insecurity on her way from Manhattan to Longwood Avenue, the time had come to reacquire a sense of self-assurance, and to prove to herself that she could handle a confrontational situation. In this specific case, she felt she could take advantage of the fact of being a woman (“the poor thing who doesn’t understand such technical matters”) and also of being blond and a foreigner.


    “I’m trying to get an idea of what daily life is like in the Bronx. I’m an Italian sociologist. My name is Maria. Here in the Bronx, I hadn’t imagined to find such a well-stocked warehouse, or people who work with your kind of efficiency….”


    And they were suddenly playful, and ready and willing to tell her everything she wanted to know. They worked for New York City’s Department of Housing Preservation and Development, and their job was to check on the need for repairs requested by the tenants of City-owned properties, and then, on a second round, to get them done.


    “Does the City own lots of apartment buildings?”


    Embarrassed laughter: they couldn’t figure out if she was just naive, or to what degree, or if instead she was making fun of them. “In this area, the City Administration owns a vast majority of the apartment houses.”


    “I’d find it very interesting if I could go along with a couple of you on your daily rounds. Do you think that might be possible?”


    She had spoken in particular to the youngest of the workers, who had a broad, jovial smile.


    He replied, “Some of the places we go are pretty dangerous.”


    Maria knew that she was going a bit too far, but risked it anyway: “But if I’m with one of you, nothing would happen to me. So you, for example, could you give me a telephone number at which to reach you, and then maybe we could get together.”


    General laughter, embarrassed and chivalrous. The young man with the broad, jovial smile didn’t want to appear to draw back and wrote out what she needed to know in her notebook: his name, the telephone number at the warehouse, and the hours at which he was usually there, between eight-thirty and nine o’clock in the morning. One of the older workers remarked, “Since I’m the one who answers the phone and he’s a womanizer who gets calls from hundreds of girls, you should say, ‘This is Maria looking for Fred, but not for love, for business.’ That way I’ll know who you are.”


    “Not for love, for business,” Maria repeated with a laugh. Then she walked away, knowing herself to be followed by astonished eyes.


    A half hour later, she was sitting once again on a bench in the corridor on the third floor and intent on admiring the lightness of the movements of three enormously fat girls dressed in purple gym clothes when Yolanda Rivera finally arrived and excused herself for being nearly two hours late.


    Yolanda was about thirty years old, Latin American, quite elegant, and with the manner of a Wall Street executive (even if the peach-colored jacket over a white blouse and a black skirt put her at quite some distance from the austere, gray style of the downtown potentates). She invited Maria to follow her into her office, which was a large room with two desks.


    In the course of this first meeting, Yolanda gave Maria the general outlines of the story of her life (which is reported further on). She also explained that her work was a question of establishing contacts and working out agreements of a highly delicate nature, and that it therefore wouldn’t be easy to allow herself to be accompanied throughout the course of a working day by a stranger, meaning Maria. But she promised to give it some thought. Finally, while taking leave of Maria, she gave her three fundamental bits of information on which to base her research: a book and two telephone numbers.


    The book was The Living City, by the journalist Roberta Brandes Gratz, who wrote for the New York Post. Yolanda described her as “the writer who has best understood and described our efforts.” The telephone numbers were those of two of the movement’s pioneers, both of whom still lived on Kelly Street: Pearl White and Harry DeRienzo. A woman and a man; the one black, the other white; the one with eight children, the other with none (though he was later to reveal that he had helped to raise four: three step-children and his wife’s baby brother).


    It was mainly thanks to these three sources, which proved to be extremely precious, that Maria’s adventure in the heart of the Bronx became something more than an extraordinary exercise in looking and listening, and assumed as well an historical and political dimension.


    What follows now is the information derived from these first contacts.
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Banana Kelly







1 How
“The Bronx” Was Born





Frank Potts first
heard mention of Kelly Street at the beginning of 1963, at a time
when he and his family – his wife Francis, their three children,
and a fourth on the way – were living in a minuscule apartment on
Manhattan’s Upper West Side. During the day he worked in a small
factory at a machine press, and at night he unloaded trucks. He was
quite reserved, though tall and powerfully built, and with a great
talent for all forms of manual labor. In Mississippi, where he had
been born and had gone to elementary school, his grandfather had
taught him the skill of ginning cotton. He had married at sixteen,
and shortly afterwards had moved to the north, like millions of
other black workers. Six months later,
Francis had joined him in New York.

A buddy at work had
told him that a seven-room apartment on Kelly Street was on sale at
a very low price. One Sunday, they took the ten minute ride on the
subway and went to have a look at it. The apartment was on the
second floor of a six-storey building with nine apartments, and the
building had been built in prosperous times, at the beginning of
the 1900s. Across the street, next to similar buildings, were two
more recent constructions only five stories high.

Francis was
immediately enthusiastic, and she was also enthusiastic about the
neighborhood. The blocks around Kelly Street boasted wide streets
with ample sidewalks and solid, populous apartment houses,
alternating with quieter streets that were lined with trees and
single- or two-family houses. There were lots of stores and
commercial enterprises, and the population – mainly Italian, Irish,
and Porto Rican – was noisy and cheerful. The neighborhood people
referred to Kelly Street as “Banana Kelly,” thanks to the curve in
its course.

But there was also a
hitch. The owner was in a hurry to sell everything. The only way to
buy the apartment was to buy the whole building, of which all the
other apartments were rented. The Potts returned home and examined
their finances: their savings amounted to seven hundred dollars.
They got seven hundred more on loan from Frank’s union, and another
fifteen hundred as a personal loan from a bank. They quickly
discovered that the banks wouldn’t float a mortgage for the
purchase of houses in that part of the Bronx, since the area was
considered “risky.” The addition of another hundred dollars from
Frank’s last pay envelope gave them the three thousand dollars that
they had to have as a down payment, out of a total purchase price
of twenty-five thousand. They’d pay off the rest at so much per
year, depending as well on the rent brought in by the other
apartments. When they finished moving, they had fifteen cents in
their pockets, and a few subway tokens.

The Potts hadn’t taken
a serious look at the first signs of warning, and they hadn’t read
those signs correctly: the owner’s haste to sell, and the hands-off
attitudes they had met in the banks. Sure, their house was in need
of repairs and maintenance, like the others around it, but that was
also true of the houses in Manhattan! And, yes, so huge an
investment meant beans and rice on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays,
and rice and beans on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, probably
for years. But they had bought something more than simply a house:
they had purchased a space and a future in a pleasant and welcoming
social environment in which to raise their children. That was what
they thought.

The first time a water
pipe leaked (right on the heels of their having moved in) Francis
remained by the plumber’s side and observed everything he did,
every tool he used, all the materials he required, and when her
husband came home from work she was able to describe the whole
operation, detail after detail. She had paid the plumber ninety
dollars, but they never again called anyone in for that kind of
work. Francis and Frank applied the same method to all of the
various kinds of repairs that had to be made. Frank soon became so
competent that he decided to work full time as a plumber, working
for numerous clients who couldn’t afford union prices. Leon, their
son, began to work as his assistant at only ten years old, and on
graduation from high school he passed the written and practical
exams for a union license and became a “regular”
plumber.

In 1965, the Potts
bought their second house, next door to the one in which they
lived. They had paid back the personal loan for fifteen hundred
dollars and took out another, since a mortgage was once again
impossible. Francis had proved to be a very capable landlady: she
knew how to choose her tenants, how to make them pay on rent day,
and how to make them respect the basic rules of civil
coexistence.

In their own small
way, carefully administering their properties and debts, the Potts
were adhering to a concept of urban renewal which was precisely the
opposite (as they would soon be forced to realize, if they hadn’t
known it all along) of the policies which the banks, the City
Administration and the Federal government had been following for
decades.

The notion of “city
planning” which had prevailed in New York City since the end of the
Second World War was based in fact on a series of “Big
Plans.”

Whereas the Potts
observed the city from a sidewalk point of view, or from
neighborhood point of view, the City Administration was interested
in highways and residential skyscrapers. Whereas the Potts
perceived a fabric of urban and social interests that slowly
evolved in terms of an internal logic of its own, in accordance
with the initiative shown by the people who lived in it, the City
Administration was committed to massive external interventions, and
to plans that found their basis in a notion of maximum rationality
and efficiency. The “American dream” was to find its realization at
the hands of those who “knew best.”

Those who “knew best”
were people like Robert Moses, who was known as the Czar of New
York City. He was one of the twentieth century’s most influential
experts in city planning, and proved to be one of the people most
responsible, directly and indirectly – given the host of his
followers – for the enormous disaster that overwhelmed America’s
great cities (not only New York) in the 1970s.

In the 1920s, while
still quite young, Robert Moses had achieved international fame for
having planned and constructed the first “Parkways” – enormous
highways surrounded by landscaped greenery – as well as Jones
Beach, which was the first large-scale public beach with an
adequate infrastructure on the whole East Coast, and it is open and
operating still today. In the following decades, he became the
person who wielded the greatest influence on the ways in which
public money was spent for public works in the field of urban
planning. Supported by the banks, the City Administration and the
federal government, he drew up projects that were ever more daring
and ambitious, but his work remains less than admirable if only for
the ways in which he dealt with anyone and everyone and every line
of thinking that in any way opposed their realization. Opposition
was simply to be swept away, and this was the destiny that lay in
the offing for the Potts and numerous other families who had
invested their hopes and energies in the urban fabric of the South
Bronx.

In as early as the
1940 and the 1950s, the Bronx, in fact, had less been “crossed”
than ripped apart by enormous highways which all in the name of
adhering to efficient and rational routes had lopped off hundreds
of streets (a hundred and thirteen succumbed to the Cross Bronx
Expressway alone) and dislocated thousands of families.
“Pedestrians” and “sidewalks” counted as primitive ideas from a
distant past, and they were scheduled to disappear. Neighborhoods
which might have been renovated were instead torn down and replaced
by apartment towers in the midst of gardens and playgrounds. Such
“projects” were presented as the most modern and efficient way of
realizing the philosophy of “a decent, safe and healthy home for
every American,” but today they deserve their infamous reputation
as the most dangerous places in which it is possible to
live.

The banks and the
federal government offered attractive incentives which invited
people to abandon old city buildings that needed thousands of
repairs, and to move into these brand new towers, or out into the
suburbs.

When the Potts set up
house on Kelly Street, this policy was already well underway. But
“the best” was still to come. For example, Co-op City: thirty-five
apartment towers, plus a further six groups of buildings some three
or four stories tall, three social centers, a highly modern school
complex with even a planetarium, and finally eleven churches and a
synagogue. Fifteen thousand apartments for a population of
fifty-five thousand people, built in the course of the 1960s in the
north-east corner of the Bronx, and opened in 1968. The first fires
broke out in the South Bronx in 1969.

Co-op City resulted
from a perverse, vicious circle in which the reply to the ways in
which the “big plans” disintegrated urban neighborhoods was seen to
lie in even bigger plans, rather than in
any change in policy.

The more affluent
inhabitants of the Bronx had already left the area in the 1950s,
attracted ahead by government assistance for people who moved into
the suburbs, and pushed along from the rear by ever uglier
conditions of urban decay. Their apartments were often divided into
pieces which were then sublet to the far less prosperous families
who replaced them. Greater population density was accompanied by a
rise in crime. And this in turn increased the rate of further
departures and arrivals. An ever greater number of absentee
landlords grew ever more careless about maintenance. And rather
than offer incentives for the purchase and renovation of such
houses, assisting its citizens in the difficult art of running and
maintaining buildings, the City Administration continued to
allocate hundreds of millions of dollars for the construction of
new residential towers, further subsidized by the federal
government. An ever greater number of people felt overwhelmed by a
sense of impotence as they faced falling plaster, broken plumbing,
and malfunctioning heating plants, and they abandoned old,
well-designed buildings with strong, thick walls in the midst of
neighborhoods that bristled with shops and people, moving instead
into subsided apartments with paper-thin walls and narrow
corridors, in spite of being new, and apparently safe, and fitted
with parquet floors and modern kitchens. Others, who were poorer
and more numerous, moved into the houses they abandoned.

In the middle of the
1960s, the City Administration began to send out wrecking crews to
demolish abandoned and decrepit buildings. The South Bronx here and
there began to exhibit the first of the signs of the absurd urban
landscape which later became so famous: empty lots and piles of
rubble, and stores which were closed or transformed into
warehouses.

Co-op City was
presented as “The world’s largest cooperative of subsidized
apartments,” and as “the key to slum clearance in the Bronx.” The
idea was to move the neighborhood’s poorest residents into Co-op
City, to raze all the houses that would then be empty, and then to
zone these newly free areas for industrial development.

But things didn’t work
as planned. When Co-op City was opened in 1968, it unleashed a
complex current of migrations from one area of the Bronx to
another, and its effects in the following decade were devastating.
In fact, the people who moved into Co-op City didn’t turn out to be
the area’s poorer citizens, and belonged instead to the lower
middle-income group from the area of the Grand Concourse, which had
once been the Bronx’ equivalent to Park Avenue. The Grand Concourse
area, in turn, became home to thousands of poorer blacks and
Hispanics, and the apartments which they had abandoned were taken
over by gangs of drug dealers and juvenile delinquents.

The Bronx is a very
vast territory, and the process just described took place unevenly,
growing immediately clear in some areas, and less so in
others.

At the beginning of
the 1970s, Hunts Point, which is the second district of the Bronx
and the area where Kelly Street is sited, was still quite densely
populated; it had one of the city’s highest small-crime rates, but
was none the less considered a zone which had been “spared”
destruction. The stores once run by Jews and Italians had been
replaced by bodegas, but in the evening
people still took chairs out to the sidewalk and sat around
chatting on their buildings’ front steps.

The population of the
Hunts Point District stood at its peak in 1970, with roughly one
hundred and thirty thousand inhabitants. The period from 1972 to
1976 saw an exodus of sixty thousand people. Another forty thousand
people left the area in the four years following. In 1980, its
population stood at the figure of thirty-three thousand people. In
the course of a single decade, more than seventy-five percent of
the area’s population had hemorrhaged away as people fled from
advancing desolation.

In 1973 and 1974, the
oil embargo drove energy and heating costs sky high, and for the
very first time since the Second World War, the average income of
the American family registered no increase in real
value.

The Potts knew that
only one or two abandoned buildings on Kelly Street would already
be enough to set off a cancer in their neighborhood. In 1975, in a
desperate attempt to hold off such devastation, they purchased
another of the buildings which stood next to their own.

Tenants Committees
sprang up just about everywhere, and catalyzed rent strikes: people
refused to pay their rent until necessary repairs were made. Some
landlords then ceased to pay property taxes (often at their
tenants’ suggestion) and used the money for urgent maintenance
problems. Others stopped paying their taxes and kept the money for
themselves.

In the attempt to
forestall a financial crisis that threatened the city with
bankruptcy, the City Administration passed “Local Law 45” in 1976.
The law decreed the immediate confiscation of residential buildings
with more than a year of outstanding back taxes. Confiscation
orders hadn’t previously been possible until a building reached
four years of back taxes, and the procedure itself took six or
seven years more.

And this was the final
result: within just a few years, the City became the owner of up to
seventy percent of the buildings in certain parts of the South
Bronx, and found itself alarmed and unprepared in the face of
thousands of tenants and their committees. The City’s policy might
be described as “involuntary socialism.”

On the other side of
Kelly Street, across from the Potts, a social action group was
getting the tenants organized. They collected rents and used the
money for repairs. On being notified that the City was their new
landlord, some of the tenants began to pay their rent to the City,
others continued to pay it to the social action group, others paid
it to no one at all.

A few months later,
the City relieved itself [...]
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