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Abstract

THE NORTHWEST BRONX COMMUNITY AND CLERGY COALITION: A
NEIGHBORHOOD ORGANIZATION AND ITS MEMBERSHIP IN CONFLICT

AND STRUGGLE

by

Joseph Trumino

The d i s s e r t a t i o n  d e s c r i b e s  and analyzes the 

neighborhood organization known as the Northwest Bronx 

Community and Clergy Coalition and its efforts to save 

the northwest Bronx from physical deterioration. Key 

foci are the historical conditions associated with the 

organization’s founding and the central role of the 

Catholic Church in the organization's establishment and 

operation. The internal dynamics of the organization, 

especially its grassroots and democratic elements are 

closely scrutinized. In addition, the manner in which 

the organization dealt with the issue of racial and 

ethnic change is described, with Gerald Suttles' concept 

of "the defended neighborhood" used for evaluative 

purposes.

Finally, the issue of class struggle is examined, 

focusing on the conflicts between the organization and 

both public and private sector institutions. Analysis 

centers on the type of class struggle engaged in by the 

organization and its relationship to the development of 

class consciousness.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation is about the struggle by a group 

of people and the organization they founded to save their 

neighborhood from deterioration. The struggle took place 

in the northwest Bronx during the 1970s and 1980s. It 

was during that period that the area experienced social 

upheaval , brought about by metropolitan and regionally 

changing demographic, economic, and political conditions. 

Briefly, demographic change involved racial and ethnic 

transition, with poor and working class blacks and 

Latinos moving into New York, and the white working to 

middle classes moving out to the suburbs or to other 

states; economic change involved the decline of New York 

City as a manufacturing center (with a high proportion of 

low and semi-skilled factory jobs) and its rise as mainly 

a service economy, with banking, finance, publishing, and 

retailing jobs dominating the new economic structure, and 

po 1 i t ical change involving, above all else, the f iscal 

crisis of 1975 and its accompanying austerity budgets 

which dominated city government we 11 into the 1980s, 

first under Mayor Beame, form 1974-1977, and then under 

Mayor Koch, from 19 78 until 1989.

The northwest Bronx was affected by all these 

changes, with the most obvious ones being racial and 

ethnic transition, with the newcomers being mainly
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minorities who were often poor and on public assistance. 

Economically, the change in the northwest Bronx was 

related to the general economy of New York City which 

during the mid-to late nineteen seventies went downhill, 

and was accompanied by negative consequences in other 

spheres of social life, especially more and more poor 

minorities coming up from the South Bronx in search of 

decent and affordable housing. The influx of newcomers 

into the Northwest Bronx created tension and conflict as 

the n e w c o m e r s  move d 1 n t o p r e v i o u s l y  all white 

neighborhoods and changed the relationships among 

community residents and between community residents and 

local institutions like the Church, schools (both public 

and parochial), landlords, and local businesses. 

Politically, the best that can be said is that local 

political institutions were unable to have any real 

effect on the social and economic changes that were 

t aking place . This was a time w h e n  the most 

consequential decisions of New York City government were 

being made more by bankers than by democratically elected 

representatives. The city government1s accomplishments 

were more in the line of "successfully" cutting costs 

than coming up with innovative or progressive programs to 

deal with the serious problems affecting areas like the 

northwest Bronx.
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It was under these conditions that the Northwest Bronx 

Community and Clergy Coalition caine into being, an 

organization established to preserve and maintain the 

stability of the neighborhoods of the northwest Bronx. 

As will be described in the body of this dissertation, 

the Coalition was founded by a Jesuit Scholastic and 

clergymen from northwest Bronx parishes. Its history, 

development, and change were the object of research 

during the mid-1970s and again in the early 1980s,

While the; research initially focused on the; phenomenon 

of racial and ethnic transi t ion, over the course of 

almost two years of observation and interviewing a huge 

amount of data was collected on a multitude of different 

issues. The research was originally sponsored by the 

New York City Human Rights Commission, under Eleanor 

Holmes N o r t o n . Dr. John Goering, then Assistant 

Professor of Sociology at the City University Graduate 

Center, was the project director. I was employed as a 

research assistant, in charge of data collection in the 

northwest Bronx. For two years, from February, 1975 

until the spring of 1977, data were collected mainly by 

observation and interviewing. On certain occasions I 

acted as a participant observer. I attended innumerable 

Coalition meetings and Interviewed scores of community 

activists and local o f f i c i a l s , both forma 1ly and
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informally. I was able to develop an excellent rapport 

with Coalition personnel, especially with the community 

organizers. [ In fact, at one point, I was offered

employment by the Coalition, which was politely refused.]

During the spring of 1982, I returned to the field to 

gather additional data, this time acting independently. 

At that time the focus was on changes that the 

organization and the neighborhood had undergone since I 

was last in the field.

The activities that were my principal concern were 

those of the organization's Standing Committees, whose 

task it was to spearhead the campaigns against those 

whose actions were defined as detrimental to the 

interests of the people of the northwest Bronx. Thus, 

the most important data co 11 ected had to do with the 

Standing Committees known as The Reinvestment Committee, 

The City Services Commi ttee, and the Education Committee. 

I n addition, valuable data were collected on the 

Coa 1 i t i on 1 s Annual Meetings , held once a year to 

establish the working agenda of the Coalition during the 

coming year . While much of the data were col lected 

t h r o u g h  o b s e r v a t i o n , there were also additional 

interviews done, both formally and informally.

I n trying to organi ze the wealth of information 

gathered during the research, the work of Karl Marx and



Max Weber has been invaluable. Their understandings of 

social structure, process, and change have allowed for 

meaningful interpretation of the data collected. Marx's 

basic understanding of the relationship between 

inequality and capitalism is fundamental for interpreting 

the nature of American society. The central role he 

gives to class and its use as a interpretive device in 

understanding the behavior of human subjects is without 

para1lei in classical soc i ology. Furthermore, Marx's 

notion of contradiction allows for the development of 

critical consciousness and a non-acceptance of surface 

interpretation and ideological subterfuge. Marx forces 

us to see beyond what's given, to look below the surface 

at interests, and how actions are directly related to 

real interests rather than symbolic justification or 

rhetoric. Critical consciousness itself is invaluable as 

a conceptual tool not only for seeing what is but for 

seeing possibilities in what is and for evaluating it. 

In addition, neo-Marxists Adam Przeworski and Erik 01 in 

Wright have been invaluable for their application of 

Marxian analysis to an ever changing and dynamic economic 

system. The i r insights into class structure and its 

relat ionship to class struggle and class consciousness 

have been especially helpful.



6

Max Weber's three dimensional perspective on social 

stratification supplies a historically grounded and 

helpful modification of Marx's more unidimensional 

perspective, witnout denying the empirical validity of 

Marx's analysis. Most valuable has been Weber's concept 

of status, as an additional basis for group formation and 

solidarity. The analysis of the Coalition and its 

founding owes much to Weber's perspective on status 

groups. The analysis of divisions in the Coalition as 

well as in the northwest Bronx also utilizes Weber's 

perspective on status groups and how status is both a 

basis for group formation as well as a divisive force in 

society. The entire analysis on the impact of race on 

Coalition actions is related to Weber's perspective of 

non-class based conflict. Max Weber's we 11 known 

dist inction between substantive and formal rationality 

was a conception that was especially pivotal for properly 

interpreting the conflict between the Coalition and 

banking interests.

While Marx and Weber have supplied the overall 

interpretive scheme for understanding the data, others 

have also contributed, many of whom are contemporary 

Marxists (or neo-Marxists), as well as Weberians. Among 

those whose contributions have been especially valuable 

have been Ira Katznelson. His book, City Trenches,
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supplied me with important theoretical insights into

contemporary modifications of Marx's concepts of class

and class struggle. His modification related to changes

in the structure of Capitalism and the relation of those

changes to changes in the nature of class struggle was

extremely important. As Katznelson states:

... by what justification are the social relations 
of work given a special or privileged status with 
respect to other sets of social relations that are 
also structured in class ways ...-*•
The research was better informed about the nature of 

the struggle of the Coalition because of the contribution

of Katznelson . Ida Susser's work, Mo r man Street, was

also helpful. Her analysis of the relation between macro 

changes in the economy and their impact on the everyday 

l i v e s  o f  n e i g h b o r h o o d  r e s i d e n t s  i n  

G r e e n p o i n t / W i 11 :i am s bu r g , Brooklyn provided an important 

para1lei for the study of northwest Bronx residents. 

William Kornblum's work, Blue Collar, basically a Chicago 

School type of ethnography and analysis, with its concept 

of "negotiated aggregation", was used to understand the 

Coalition1s Reinvestment Committee and why its membership 

used less divisive sym b o 1i sm than other Coali t ion 

committees.

1Ira Katznelson, City Trenches, (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1981), P. 203



Another whole area or literature that was important in 

interpreting the data was that of collective behavior and 

social movements. The Coalition came into being at a 

time when social activism was an important part of 

American life. American society was still strongly 

affected by movements for equality by blacks, women , and 

gays. The formation of the Coalition did not take place 

in a vacuum; i t was related to the political-economic 

conditions that existed in American cities throughout the 

country, including changes in the economy, and the fiscal 

crisis of the state. Thus, the Coalition was part of a 

broad based national social movement associated with 

people's desire for greater freedom and democracy.

I n the 1960s and 19 70s people chafed under the 

domination and control of i mpersonal economic and 

po 1i t i cal forces and organized to battle those forces. 

The combination of the establishment of a culture of 

protest, owing especially to the Civil Rights Movement, 

and changes in the conditions of life in America, created 

the groundwork for, what Harry Boyte called, The Backyard 

Revolution, his theoretically interesting (though perhaps 

overly optimistic) overview of the neighborhood movement. 

The Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition is, in 

fact, one of the largest community organizations in 

America and, as such, an important social phenomenon.
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While Harry Boyte sees the "neighborhood movement" as the 

savior of American democracy, Manuel Castells (The City 

and The Grassroots) brings us back to reality, especially 

in his c r i t i q u e  of A 1 i n s k y - s t y l e  n e i g h b o r h o o d  

organizations, such as the Coalition, For CastelIs, the 

Alinsky organizations of the 1970s involved more interest 

group and pluralist politics than the radical aims of the 

movements of the sixties. Castells forces us to examine 

how the self-styled radical, Alinsky, was not a radical 

at all, and nor were the organizations that used his 

ideas and strategy as a model for their endeavors, such 

as the Coalition.

Thus, with Castells we remove the proverbial "rose- 

colored" glasses and take a good hard look at what 

organizations like the Coalition are doing. Do they 

create real social change or do they simply help to 

smooth over the crises that periodically afflict urban 

neighborhoods like the northwest Bronx? Do they create a 

new social structure or help reproduce in s1ightly 

modi f i ed form the old one? These are the kinds of 

questions good sociology raises; Castells1 work raises 

such questions.

Another book of this genre, Poor People1s Movements, 

by Frances Fox Piven and Ri chard Cloward presents a 

thesis that is di fferent from most understandings of



social movements. Where traditionally, from Marx to 

Lenin to Alinsky, the watchword of all those who would 

seek social change has been, "organization," Piven and 

Cloward argue that organization leads to cooptation, 

stagnation, and ultimately, a decline in gains for the 

oppressed. They argue quite convincingly that the key to 

gains by the poor against those who hold power, the key 

to getting concessions allowing the poor to live better, 

whether through higher welfare benefits or better wages, 

is not through organization but through unorganized 

disruption of the system, as in wildcat strikes or mass 

civil disturbance. Their significant historical research 

of poor people's movements tends to substantiate their 

thesis, and certainly, recent history, with its quieted 

labor movement, women's movement, and civil r ights 

movement and the "give backs" all such groups have had to 

endure, in spite of their impressive organizations, also 

does little to cast doubt on Piven and Cloward1s thesis. 

The Coal i t ion was an organized effort from the start ; 

where one might have been tempted to accept "its press" 

and its own view of itself as a maverick grass-roots 

organization, Poor People1s Movements stops you in your 

tracks. How radi cal can such a highly organized and 

hierarchically structured organization be?
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Finally, behind much of the analysis that was 

undertaken in this work, and behind the critical 

consciousness that was adopted to understand and analyze 

the phenomena are three still very dangerous ideas 

associated with the rise of sociology as a perspective on 

reality, i.e. freedom, equality, and democracy. These 

three ideas, embodied in the work of people like Marx, 

Wright, Przeworski, CastelIs, Susser , Katznelson, and 

Piven and Cloward, go to the heart of what this whole 

endeavor has been about; not simply to scientifically 

observe reality, but to engage it, interpret it, and 

analyze it, and to help in some perhaps minuscule way to 

establish a society whose structure and way of life 
embody those ideas.



12

Chapter One

Historical Conditions Associated with the Establishment

of the Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition

The Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition 

[henceforth to be known as the NWBCCC] was founded during 

a period of rapid social change. In fact, it was founded 

for th e specific purpose of dealing with the changes 

affecting the whole fabric of social life in the 

northwest Bronx. To neighborhood residents of the 

northwest Bronx in the 1970s, the area was rapidly going 

the way of the South Bronx. What this meant to long time 

residents of the northwest Bronx was all too obvious, and 

widely reported in the media: deteriorating housing and

abandonment, a rising crime rate, more and more fires, 

dirty streets, unmaintained and dilapidated parks, and 

other physical signs of a neighborhood rapidly going bad. 

Besides these real physical changes, many also viewed 

with ambivalence and sometimes outright hostility the 

arrival of large numbers of black and Latino newcomers, 

most of whom were poor or at best working class, and 

often on some form of public assistance. The combination 

of a deteriorating physical environment and the arrival 

of newcomers from a different socio-cultural background 

was viewed as nothing less than a disaster and a crisis
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to many of the residents of the northwest Bronx and its 

institutions. Thus, the fear expressed by many northwest 

Bronx residents was that the neighborhood would soon go 

the way of the South Bronx. Monseigneur McCarthy of Holy 

Spirit par ish, located south of Fordham Road on the 

southern border of the northwest Bronx, said in a 1976 

interview that the South Bronx was moving north at the 

rate of ten blocks a year. 2 In the atmosphere of the 

Bronx in the 1970s, no one needed an explanation as to 

what that meant.

The changes described above were phenomeno logically 

there to be seen by those aware of such categorizations, 

evaluations, or even social facts. However, they were 

changes that mi ght be described as immediate changes, 

more 1 ike effects and consequences of more global and 

structural changes. While they were there for all to see 

as the reasons why the northwest Bronx was going bad, 

t h e y , themselves, were dependent on not so visible 

changes that had been occurring for the previous twenty 

or thirty years. These broad based structural changes 
were economic, political, and demographic. In order to 

understand the i mmediate and phenomenological ones

2 Interview with Monseigneur McCarthy, at Holy 
Spirit Parish Center, February 20, 1976.
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described above, these broad based structural and 

background ones must be described and analyzed.

Economic Changes

To fully understand what happened to New York City in 

the 1970s, it is necessary to look broadly at a whole 

host of changes occur r ing in the global marketplace, 

changes in global capitalism. No city, not even a world 

city like New York, stands alone in the global 

marketplace. Not since the heyday of feudalism have 

l o c a l i t i e s  been economically self-sufficient or 

economically independent. After World War II the economy 

of the old industrial cities of the northeast and middle 

west began to change. The key change involved a gradual 

shift in the economic base of these regions, away from 

manufacturing and more and more toward services and 

information processing, i.e. the classic post-industrial 

economic base. In his book, The Long Default, William 

Tabb writes:

. . .At the end of World War II New York was a 
manufacturing city. The garment, costume jewelry, 
toy, and other industries flourished in a thousand 
small factories located in lofts in Manhattan, the 
Bronx, and Brooklyn. ...
Manufacturing employment in New York City reached a 
peak of 1,073,000 workers in 1947, and had declined 
12 percent by 1960. By 1970, a further 121,000 
manufacturing jobs had been lost, and by 1977 
another 287,000. In 1950, manufacturing jobs had
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accounted for 30 percent of payroll employment; by
1980 the figure was 15 percent.

I n addition, New York City's biggest industrial 

employer, the garment industry, between 1960 and 1970 

alo n e  (gener a l l y  regarded as a period of great 

prosperity) lost almost one-third of its jobs. The other 

major employer, the printing/publishing industry, also 

lost six percent of its jobs.

The key reasons for the erosion of Mew York City's 

previously strong industrial sector are rooted in the 

national and global economic structure. The reason for 

its loss of jobs was at first city-suburban competition, 

but later inter-regions1 competition between the old 

industrial north and the emergence of the lower wage and 

politically friendlier sun belt states. Also important 

was the rise of the Far East as a manufacturing region. 

Nations like Hong Kong, Korea, and Taiwan began to 

compete with cities like New York for investment, with 

these new Capitalist "tigers" having the advantage of a 

largely passive, low wage work force and anti-union 

governments.

3 William Tabb, The Long Default (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1982) , p.75.

4 John Mol lenkopf, The Contested Ci ty (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press), p .229, citing 
19 60 and 19 7 0 Censuses of Population, industry by 
occupation tables.
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Another significant economic factor affecting New York 

City and the Bronx in the 1970s was a rather drastic 

downturn in the economy. Starting in 1969 and continuing 

until 1975, all sectors of the city's economy went into 

recession, including its strong service sector, i.e. 

banking, finance, advertising, legal services, and real 

estate. The city's unemployment rate went from 4. 8% in 

1970 to 10.6% in 1975.5

Thus , by the mid-1970s, the combination of radical

changes in the structure of New York City's economy and a

serious recession were taking a heavy toll on the life of

the city. A significant proportion of the city's

residents and its institutions were experiencing economic

turmoil. Of course, it was the poor who experienced the

most serious hardships. "Between 19 50 and 19 7 0, the

proportion of fami 1 ies in New York City with incomes

below the nation's median income level rose from 35% to

49%." 6 By 1978, 1,312,000 persons or 18.5% of New York
*7Cicy's population were living below the poverty level.

5 Eric Lichten, C lass, Power, and Aus ferity
(Massachusetts: Bergin and Garvey Publishers, 1986), p.75.

Ida Sussex- , Norman Street (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1982), p.21.

^ U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population 
Reports Series p-60, "Characteristics of the Population 
Below the Poverty Level: 1977" (Washington, B.C.: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1979), Table 46, p.197, cited 
by E . Barbara Phillips and Richard LeGates, City Lights
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With serious unemployment and poverty, between 1960 and 

1970 the proportion of the city's population receiving 

public assistance increased from 324,200 to a rather 

staggering 1,094,700, or from 496 of the population in 

1960 to 14% in 1370. 8 In The Long Default, William Tabb 

writes that:

According to the city's Department of Social 
Services, by early 1972 one in five New Yorkers was 
receiving some form of public assistance. Over the 
decade, welfare costs rose from 12 percent to 23 
percent of the city's expense budget. The welfare 
populat ion accounted for three-quarters of the 
caseload of the city's courts and two-thirds of the 
patients in its hospital clinics. 9

Given the above , it should not be difficult to 

understand why it was that during the late 1960s and 

early to mid 19 7 0s New York City began to experience 

serious fiscal strain, culminating in its near bankruptcy 

in 1975.

Demographic Changes

As was true of economic change, the most significant 

demographic changes affecting New York City did not occur 

overnight. Changes in the compos ition of the city's 

populat ion are eas i ly dated to the post-World War II

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), p. 9.

8 Lichten, loc. cat.

9 Tabb, loc. cit. p. 80
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period. After the w a r , the federal government began 

providing incentives for the rapid development of the 

American suburb. Cheap FHA mortgages were made available 

to the young men who had fought in World War II. In 

addi tion, the Highway Trust Fund was created and Uncle 

Sam began spending billi ons of dollars on highway 

construction. In addition, more and more industrial 

firms began to move from central city locations to the 

friendlier pastures of suburbia. The reasons for the 

move by industrial firms are rooted in cheaper costs 

(land, energy, and taxes) and plain and simple class 

struggle, for the suburbs provided friendlier local 

governments and less worker solidarity and union 

strength. -

In addition, the boom in h i ghway construction 

facilitated the move to the suburbs not only by providing 

a means to transport industrial products, but also by 

providing a means of commuting for the millions of 

workers. Thus, it was after World War II that America 

became more than ever before a far flung commuter 

society. As American industry spread beyond the confines 

of the central city and Americans moved to the suburbs 

both in pursuit of jobs and an easier and better quality 

of life, throughout America there was an almost 

incredible dispersal of industry and workers, a radical
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transformation of the economic and demographic landscape. 

Whole metropolitan areas were transformed, both central 

cities and suburban environs.

In terms of population movement, the key dynamic was 

the movement of the people from the central city to the 

suburbs. The population of the United States began to 

spread over a larger land area, from the densely 

populated city to the suburbs. Americans began to change 

their pattern of living, from being a nation of central

city and apartment dwellers to being a nation of

suburbanites and private home dwellers. No where was 

that more true than in the New York City metropolitan 

region.

Table 1 {below) indicates changes in the population of

New York City from 1950 to 1980:

TABLE 1

NEW YORK CITY POPULATION: 1950-1980

1950 1960 1970 1980

7,892,000 7,782,000 7,895,000 7,021,000 a

a Data from U.S., Bureau of the Census, 1950, 1960,
1970, 1980.

As the above f igures indi cate, there was general 

population stability between 1950 and 1970. While there 

was no growth to speak of, neither was there significant 

decline. But the 1980 figure indicates a steep decline
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in population, a loss of almost nine-hundred thousand 

inhabitants, or 10.4% of the population.

During the same period, i.e. between 1950 and 1980, 

the suburbs around New York grew at an astounding rate: 

between 1950 and 1960 at 74.8%, between 1960 and 1970 at 

26.9%, and even between 1970 and 1980, when the City of 

New York lost almost 900,000 inhabitants, the suburbs 

grew at a rate of 1.9%.-*-®

Clearly, by the 1970s, the decline of central cities, 

especially those of the northeast and middle west, was 

proceeding at a rapid pace. New York (along with cities 

1 i ke Baltimore, Boston, Chi cago, C 1 eve land, Detroit, 

Phi lade Iph la) was losing population, and even its 

adjacent suburbs grew only minimally. (New York's

intermediate and outer ring of suburbs [as defined by the 

Regional Plan Association of New York] actually increased 

populat ion, adding over six hundred thousand people. 

These outer suburbs include areas such as the eastern end 

of Suffolk and Sullivan Counties in New York, Warren and 

Ocean Counties in New Jersey, and Litchfield County in

10 William Frey and Alden Speare, Jr. Regional and 
Metropolitan Growth and Decline in the United States (New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1988) p .512 citing County 
and City Data Book, Consolidated File for Counties, 1947-
1977, and Cities, 1944-1977; and County and City Data 
Book, 1983 file (prepared by the U.S. Bureau of the
Census, Washington, D.C.)
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Connecticut.)11 By contrast, most southern and western 
cities gained population, and their suburbs increased 

dramatically.

While New York City's suburbs were growing (from the 

1950s until the 1970s) most of that growth came from 

former city dwellers departing for the greener pastures 

of suburbia. But the migration of city dwellers to 

suburbia was not a random migration. The out-movers were 

overwhelmingly white and mostly middle class. And, just 

as important, since the population of New York City 

remained stable from 1950 until 1970, the social 

characteristics of the in-movers taking the place of the 

departed white middle class out-movers was extremely 

consequential for understanding New York City's crisis in 

the 1970s. In fact, the newcomers to New York City were 

overwhelmingly black, Latino and poor. Between 1950 and 

1970 the boroughs of The Bronx, Brooklyn, and Manhattan 

lost 1,215,000 whites. During that same period of the 

1950s and 1960s, the suburbs around New York increased 

their white population by over 3,500,000.12 The whites 

leaving New York City were replaced mainly by Latins and

11 Michael Danielson and Jameson W. Doig, New York: 
The Poli t ics of Urban Regional Development (Berkeley, 
California: University of California Press,1982) p.35 and 
p. 65 .

12 Ibid., p .52
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blacks, most of whom were poor. In 1970, the average

household Income of suburbanites around New York City was

$17,062, while that of city dwellers was only two-thirds

that amount, $11,269. 13 In his book on the New York City

fiscal crisis, Ken Auletta writes:

Though the city's population remained a stable 8 
million, between 1950 and 1970 the composition of 
New York changed dramatically. In those years, the 
city lost about 2 5% of its white middl e-income 
population (1.6 mi 11 ion) and gained an equal 
number of (mostly) poor blacks and Hispanics. In 
19 60, just 4 percent of the city's population- 
324,000 - received public assistance. By 1970, the 
figure was 14 percent - over 1 million people 4

Between 1970 and 1980 New York City population dropped 

by 900,000 inhabitants, but equally significant was that 

during that period almost 1,800,000 whites left the city. 

While their numbers weren't sufficient to make up for the 

loss in white population, approximately 900,000 

minor i t ies moved into the city during this period:

300,000 Lat inos, 12 0,000 blacks, and a new group of

n e w c o m e r s , approximately 4 8 0,000 people of Asian 

ancestry, most of whom were Korean, Chinese, Indian, 

P a k i s t a n i , and F i1i p i n o . By 19 8 0, two-thirds of 

Bronxites were black and Latino, as were ha 1 f of 

Brooklynites and forty-four percent of Manhattanites.

13 Ken Aulet t a , The Streets Were Paved With Gold 
(New York: Vintage Books, i960), p .40

14 Ibid.,p.32
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Between 1970 and 1980 the black and Latino percentage of 

New York City's population changed from 35% to 45% . 15

As for specific demographic data on the Bronx itself, 

Table 2 indicates overall population change from 1950 to 

1980 (in thousands):

TABLE 2

CHANGES IN THE POPULATION OF THE BRONX: 1950-1980

1950 I960 1970 1980 % Chg. 1950 to 1980

1,4-51 1 , 425 1,472 1 , 169 -19.6% (282,000)

As Table 2 indicates The Bronx did not grow from 1950 

to 1970 and it lost 282,000 people during the decade of 

the 1970s.16

During this period, the white population of The Bronx 

dropped from 1,352,000 in 1950 to 1, 114,000 in 1970, and 

to an almost astounding 400,000 in 1980. Thus, between 

1970 and 1980 The Bronx lost just over 700,000 of its 

white i n h a b i t a n t s . By 19 8 0, blacks and Latinos 

const i tuted approximately two-thirds of The Bronx's 

inhabitants.17
Even more significant than the change in the numbers 

of whi tes and minorities was the change in thei r

-1-5 Danielson and Doig, loc. cit. p . 51-54.

16 Ibid

17 Ibid



respective economic positions. As mentioned above, most 

of the out-moving whites were middle class people, while 

most of the in-coming blacks and Latinos were poor. Like 

the European immigrants who preceded them, after World 

War II blacks migrated to New York in search of economic 

opportunity. As southern agriculture become mechanized, 

thousands of poor black tenant farmers were forced off 

the land. They came north by the thousands in search of 

work. Latinos, most of whom were Puerto Ricans, came 

north from the island of Puerto Rico also in search of a 

better life. The economy of the island was stagnant and 

the level of poverty on the island was staggering. Thus, 

both groups came to New York for the same reason- 

economic opportunity. Unfortunately, both came at a time 

when the streets were no longer paved with gold, and good 

jobs were difficult to come by. Both blacks and Latinos 

came when the economy of New York was changing. What had 

been the number one industrial city in America before 

World War II was a city slowly but surely losing its 

industrial base. Jobs which in previous decades had 

allowed poor, largely unskilled white ethnics to improve 

their lives and offer promise to their children were no 

longer there. Instead of offering economic opportunity 

to the teeming masses of poor people streaming to New
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York City, what New York offered was welfare dependency 

and the life of an indigent.

Political Changes

Politics has to do with power and the allocation of 

scarce resources. One of the defining events in America 

for the decade of the 1970s was the New York City fiscal 

crisis. The fiscal crisis, even its name, implies a 

simple economic problem. In fact, it was eminently 

political because It had to do with the distribution of 

societal resources and the power to decide their 

distribution. While the fiscal crisis was superficially 

about a s h o r t f a l l  in r e v e n u e  and an ess cess in 

expenditures, it was that and much more. It was related 

to the changes in the national government, changes in the 

economy, the changing social characteristics of New York 

City's population, especially Its newcomers (as discussed 

above) , and what has been called by economist, James 

O'Connor, "the fiscal crisis of the state," related to 

changes in the nature of Capitalism and the demands made 
on the state to satisfy Capitalism's need to accumulate 

and at the same time its need to legitimate its system 

private accumulation at the expense of working people. 

Finally, it was related to changes in the cultura1 

environment, and the development of a culture of protest,
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as exemplified by the important social movements of the 

1960s and 1970s, such as the civil rights movement, the 

anti-war movement, the women1s movement, the welfare

rights movement, the gay rights movement, and, what Harry 

Boyte called, "the backyard revolution," or the citizen's 

movement.

To begin, the election of Richard Mixon in 1968 and 

his reelection in 197 2 ushered in a real change in

American political priorities.^  The ascendancy of

Richard Mixon to the presidency involved the defeat of 

the old New Deal Coalition, put together first by

Franklin Roosevelt and then later successfully utilized 

by Truman, Kennedy, and especially Johnson, with the 

implementation of his Great Society Program. The Mew 

Deal Coalition was a coming together of various interest 

groups for the purpose of achieving electoral success and 

of course for advancing each group's own program. The 

New Deal Coalition brought together liberal reformers, 

labor, working class ethnics, and minorities.

In addition, the New Deal Coalition was urban and much 

of its program was directed at cities, the cite of its 

principal constituents. Of course, the New Deal also

® John Mollenkoph, The Contested City (Princeton, 
New Jersey : Princeton Univers i ty Press, 1983) . The
following analysis of changes in federal government 
policy is based largely on the work of John Mollenkoph.
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involved local business elites who were willing to work 

with the new Coalition. The New Deal was never ant i~ 

capitalist e\nd the New Dealers worked closely with 

business elites to implement projects designed to bring 

prosperity both to the Coalition's constituents and the 

business elites that suppor ted the program. Local 

business elites such as bankers, developers, and builders 

were an integral part of the New Deal Coalition and they 

shared in the prosperity brought about by federal support 

of local development in cities throughout America.

Richard Nixon's presidency and the continuation of its 

program by Gerald Ford signaled the end of the New Deal 

Coalition and the rise of a new alignment, one that was 

conservative and generally pro-suburb and anti-city. In 

effect, the new conservative program derived its support 

from the newer metropolitan areas, i.e. the suburbs, 

rather than the old ones, i.e. the central city. Nixon's 

program involved cuts and modifications of the Office of 

Economic Opportunity, the Model Cities Program, and the 

implementation of new programs, such as revenue-sharing 

and the Community Development Block Grant Program, all of 

which had in their general thrust, cuts in programs aimed 

at cities and increases in programs aimed at suburbs and 

the newer metropoli tan areas of the south and west. 

Nixon's New Federal ism aimed to reward his constituents
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and, .if not punish, at least weaken the old New Deal

Coalition and its big city, liberal constituency. As

John Mollenkopf puts in The Contested City:

Conservative successes made matters difficult for 
the Democrats in a number of ways. Obviously, they 
reduced the political efficacy of federal urban 
programs for Democrats, and made urban program 
reform a high priority for in-coming Democratic 
administrations. Conservative successes also made 
the internal conflict within the Democratic 
c o a 1i t i on more acute by preventing Democratic 
programs from delivering what urban liberal 
Democrats had promised to their central-city 
working-class constituents. Conservatives make 
sure that public housing would never provide "a 
decent home and suitable living environment" for 
central-city families and that urban renewal would 
spur downtown development rather than neighborhood 
rehabi1itat ion. ... .19

The election of Jimmy Carter held the promise of the 

revitalization of the New Deal Coalition, and during the 

first two years of his administration changes were made 

revitalizing programs scuttled by Nixon-Ford. Most 

impor tant ly there was a 25 % increase in aid to big 

cities. Unfortunately, the last two years of the Carter 

presidency were marked by stagflation, i.e. recession and 

inflation, and Carter chose to become a fiscal 

conservative and " . . , apply recessionary rather than 

expansionary policies, for 1979 and 1980." The effect

was the cutting back of programs aimed at helping big

19 Ibid. p.137.

20 Ibid. p.275.
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city poor and working classes. The revival of urban 

liberalism under Carter was short lived and ultimately a 

failure.

Thus, at the national level the decade of the 

seventies was one where the cities of America, especially 

those of the old industrial belt, from the northeast and 

the middle-west, entered a period of decline. They were 

losing jobs in what had been their area of economic 

strength , i.e. manufacturing. While their service 

sectors were picking up some of the slack, service sector 

jobs were commonly non-union and low paying. These new 

jobs would not allow the hundreds of thousands of the new 

urban masses from America's south and the Caribbean and 

South America to "pick themselves up by the bootstraps" 

and make a decent life for themselves as the European 

immigrants had done a generation ear 1 .ier. So, at a time 

when hundreds of thousands of poor people were streaming 

to cites; like New York, these old industrial cities were 

d e c 1 i n i ng in just the sector of the economy that 

traditionally had employed the poor and immigrant masses. 

To make matters even worse , under the Nixon-Ford 

administrations, and even to a good extent that of the 

Democrat Carter, the federal government was cutting back 

on its commitment to America's cities and its urban poor 

and working classes. At a time when America's cities
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needed more help than ever before, the federal government 

moved to make as its priority the battle against 

inflation and recession, rather than the battle against 

poverty.

Put differently, the late 1960s and the 1970s might be 

termed the period of national fiscal crisis. Following 

James O'Connor's analysis, it was a period of crisis for 

the government, a period when the economy was not 

creating the kind of surpluses necessary to maintain 

harmony between corporate America and America's working 

classes. Corporate America demanded that the government 

adopt policies permitting it to make high profits, while 

at the same time, many groups of working class people 

made their own demands on the government to adopt 

policies to permit them to partake in the surpluses 

produced by the economy. The 1960s and 1970s were 

decades of mass protest and as authors Frances Fox Piven 

and Richard Cloward describe in their book, Poor People1s 

Movements, poor and working class people demanded that 

their government represent their class interests. The 

government thus became the arena of class conflict, with 

each group f ight ing for its own class interests, thus 

precipitating fiscal crisis.

At the local level, which is not easily separated from 

the national level in a modern industrial or post­
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industrial society with a [relatively] strong central 

government, the political, economic and demographic 

changes described above led to what was termed " the 

defining event of the decade", i.e. the New York City 

fiscal crisis. There are many explanations and analyses 

of the f i seal crisis and its causes, but certainly all 

are in agreement that it led to a period of rather severe 

austerity for the city and its citizenry. From the very 

beginning of the crisis it appeared that New York City 

would get little sympathy for its plight. This attitude 

was perhaps epitomized by the famous Daily News headline 

of October 2.9, 1975 :

FORD TO CITY:
DROP DEAD21

In spite of above headline, President Ford did in fact 

approve of a short term loan to New York City, but this 

was only a stop gap measure. U11imately, it was under

the auspi ces of the Governor of New York State, Hugh 

Carey, that the Municipal Assistance Corporation was 

formed, known as MAC, and later, the Emergency Financial 

Control Board was legally established, both of which were 

more permanent solutions to New York1s fiscal crisis. In

21 Jack Newf ield and Paul DuBrul , The Permanent 
Government ( New York: Pilgrim Press, 1981), p . 56 citing
New York Daily News of October 29, 1975.
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his book on the fiscal crisis, Eric Lichten calls the

EFCB, "The Austerity Board" and states that:

It was, in all respects, a formal and legally 
authorized austerity board. Most important of all, 
its function was mandated by law, and it was able 
to institute austerity regardless of any potential 
res istance from the city's unions, workers, or 
residents, It had been isolated from potential 
popular movements against austerity.22

This "austerity board" had real power over the
government of New York City, and significantly, this

meant that a group of appointed officials had the power

to veto the decisions of democratically elected city

officials. In other words, real power in New York City

government had shifted aweiy from the political sphere to

the corporate and financial spheres. The priorities of

these people were budgetary and not humanitarian. For

them it was truly the bottom line that mattered. Under

the EFCB budget cuts became the highest priority.

In their book, New York: The Politics of Regional

Development, authors Michael Danielson and Jameson Doig

describe some of the key consequences of austerity:

New York City's financial crisis ... left fewer 
resources available for development projects. 
Capital funds for industrial parks, sewers, and 
other projects were cut by a quarter in the 
austerity budget that resul ted from the 1975 
financial collapse.  ............
Lack of money . . . also dras t i ca 1 ly reduced the 
funds available for housing development. In the 
wake of financial collapse, New York was forced to

22 L i c h t e n , loc. cit. p .138.
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shelve almost all of its housing development 
activities, including the construction of 50,000 
apartments for low-and middle-income families. As 
a result, the gap steadily grows larger between the 
rhetoric of the slum-free city and the reality of 
meager housing programs ...

Last but hardly least, financial adversity has 
undermined development efforts ... by reducing the 
level and quality of public services. "Our parks 
are filthy, " pointed our Manhattan's borough 
president at the end of 1976, "our highways are 
strewn with garbage, there are more potholes, our 
br idges are deteriorating, schools and day-care 
centers are being closed." For New York City 
austerity meant less police and fire protection, 
fewer garbage collections , and a 2 5 percent 
increase in class size in the schools.2o

If, as stated above, politics has to do with power and

the allocation of scarce resources, in the 1970s New York

City was a city at the end of its rope. The national

government and the powerful corporate/financial sectors

were exercising power over the city, and the effect was a

decline in the quality of life for city residents. Most

of all it was the poor and working classes that suffered

under austerity. Because they are the ones that depended

m o s t  h e a v i 1y on p u b l i c  s e r v i c e s , w h e t h e r  for

transportation, medical care, recreation, or housing, the

cuts in the city1s budget most affected them.

Conditions in the Bronx
The Bronx of the 1970s was probably the most written 

about area of a city in the history of America. While

23 Danielson and D o i g , loc, cit. p p .282-283.
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the New York City fiscal crisis may have been "the

defining event of the decade," The Bronx and what

happened to it in the late 1960s and 1970s constituted

one of the symptomatic causal elements bringing about

fiscal crisis. Behind the deterioration of The Bronx

were the same factors that led to the decline of New York

City, i.e. economic, social (demographic), and political

changes discussed above. This is not the place to add

yet another lurid description to what everyone already

knows about The Bronx. Nevertheless, in order to

understand what will be described in the following

chapters, i.e. the establishment of the Northwest Bronx

Community and Clergy Coalition, it is worth recounting

the description of The Bronx written by two well known

New York journalists, Jack Newfield and Paul DuBrul, at a

time when people were still shocked by such things:

By the early 1970s, the South Bronx was perhaps the 
most wretched urban slum in America ... The infant 
mortality rate there was 29 per 1000 births. In 
1970, the average median family income in the South 
Bronx was $5,200, compared to the city-wide average 
of $9,682. The South Bronx has a quarter of all 
New York's reported cases of malnutrition and 16 
percent of all its cased of venereal disease. In 
19 7 2 less than 6 percent of the public-school 
pupils could read at grade level. Three out of 
every four housing units were below standard and in 
violation of housing and health codes. There were 
6000 abandoned buildings. Residents ran wires from 
an abandoned building with electricity to an 
inhabited one with none. Street gangs were armed 
with automatic weapons, and packs of wild dogs 
lived in the abandoned buildings.
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Engine Company 82 ... responded to twenty alarms
a night. The firemen were often ambushed and 
pelted with bricks and glass by teenagers.

Starting in the summer of 1975 a new factor began 
to make the South Bronx an even worse hell, an even 
more grotesques symbol for the fall of New York. 
Arson. Organized, systematic burning . Thirteen 
thousand fires broke out in the 12 square miles of 
the South Bronx in 1975. Forty people were ki1led, 
including three firemen. More than half the fires 
were reported as "cause unknown." Block after 
block today is in ruins, with only occasional 
charred halves of tenements standing.

It is estimated that about 75,000 of the city's 
poorest people have been made homeless refugees by 
... arson-for-insurance fires. Families have been 
burned-out three and four times. Many of the 
victims now have to 1 ive in welfare hotels around 
the city, and large families have been broken up.
In 1980, there were 10,000 arson fires - 6,000 of 
them in Brooklyn because there was nothing left to 
torch in the South Bronx.24

While The South Bronx stood as a kind of nat ional 

symbol of all that had gone wrong with America and its 

cities, to the people of the northwest Bronx it was not a 

symbo 1 at all, but a threat. To the people and 

ins t i tut ions of the northwest Bronx, which stood in a 

direct path to the ever expanding and northward push of 

deterioration, what was happening to the areas to its 

immediate south was real and alarming. As will be 

discussed in the next chapter, it was one of The Bronx's 

oldest and strongest institutions which moved strongly to 

s top the deterioration from spreading to the northwest 

Bronx.

24 Jack Newfield and Paul D u B r u l , loc, cit. p p .6-7.



Chapter Two 

The Founding of the Coalition

The Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition 

came into being as a consequence of a man, Paul Brant, 

two important Catholic institutions, Fordham University 

and the Bronx Catholic Church under Vicar Bishop Patrick 

Ahern, and, most importantly, the rapidly deteriorating 

condi tions of previously vibrant Bronx neighborhoods. 

While each of these factors was important in the 

establishment of the Coalition, the changing conditions 

of northwest Bronx neighborhoods was the immediate reason 

for the initiative taken by Paul Brant and the supporting 
roles played by Fordham University and the Bronx Catholic 

Church. Paul Brant was a Jesuit scholastic, studying for 

the priesthood and working at Fordham University as a 

philosophy professor. (The campus of Fordham University

is located in the northwest Bronx, though somewhat at its 

eastern border. (See Mcip of Northwest Bronx on page 37) 

Arriving at Fordham in 1968, the young Brant was forced 

to seek housing off campus due to a housing shortage at 

the university. He moved into a rental apartment in the 

South Fordham area, just to the south of the Fordham 

campus, an area that was beginning to show signs of 

physical deterioration. Coming from a North Carolina
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town, as Brant put it, "...I developed a strong sense of 

'neighborliness,1 a strong belief in people taking care 

of each other . . . ," he was taken aback by the apathetic 

attitude of the residents of the neighborhood in the face 

of the deteriorating conditions.25 He thus began to get 

involved in neighborhood activities, at first initiating 

such things c 1ean-up campaigns with neighbors and 

friends. He also involved students from his philosophy 

course, appropriately titled, "Elements of Social 

Thought."

Then, on December 25, 1969, the infamous Christmas

blizzard hit New York City. This was the same blizzard 

that created political nightmares for Mayor Lindsey. 

Long after the snow had stopped fal 1 ing, the streets of 

the Queens had remained unplowed. The usually quiescent, 

even apathetic, residents of Queens arose in a fury 

seldom seen in the long history of Mew York City. Their 

anger over unplowed streets was directed at "hizzoner," 

Mayor Lindsey. Ironically, according to Brant, long 

after the great Queens scandal, long after Queens streets 

had finally been plowed, northwest Bronx streets remained

2 5"A Tree Grows in the Northwest Bronx," Fordham 
Summer,1984,p .17
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unplowed and no scandal was noted.26

Brant had tried to get the city moving on this, but he 

was unsuccessful. Clearly, unplowed streets in Queens 

were scandalous while the same situation in the Bronx got 

no attention from anybody: no city politician, no city

agency, and no city newspaper; the Bronx had indeed 

become the stepchild of New York City. A short time 

later, having convinced Fordham University President, 

Father Finley that something had to be done to revitalize 

Bronx neighborhoods, Brant was appointed the university's 

community liaison person.

During the next two years activist Paul Brant became 

president of a local planning board, and even more 

importantly, in 1972, he helped to establish the Morris 

Heights Neighborhood Improvement Association. (See map on 

Page 37, area in lower left hand side) With the help of 

a grant from the Federation of Protestant Welfare 

Agencies (under Mildred Zucker), and the support of Holy 

Spirit pastor, Monseigneur John McCarthy, Brant set out 

to realize an ambitious project aimed at stabilizing the 

neighborhoods of the northwest Bronx. He enlisted the 

help of two former classmates and seminarians from the 

Jesuit seminary in Illinois , Jim Mitchell and Roger

26 Jill Jonnes, We're Still Here: The Rise, Fall,
and Resurrection of the South Bronx ( Boston: Atlantic
Monthly Press, 1986),p.345



Hayes. So, while Brant became president of Community 

Planning Board #5 in the South Fordham area, Mitchell and 
Hayes were busy organizing tenants ion the Morris Heights 
area, immediately to the west. When the new community 

association was established. Morris Heights was already 

an area with severe problems. First, it was an area 

whose racial make-up had changed radically within a span 

of less than ten years. As Monseigneur McCarthy put it 

"... in 1965 there were 1,400 parishioners in Holy Spirit 
(congregation) and 95% were white (and now in 1976) of 

that 1400 only 100 are left and the rest are non-white. 

The school was 90-95% white and now it is 1/3 black and 
2/3 Hispanic. The (few) white children are from outside 

the parish". What was true? of the parish was also true 

of the general Morris Heights area, which contained a 

population of approximately 45,000 inhabitants. 

Secondly, the newcomers to Morris Heights, besides being 

different racially and ethnically, were also poorer. 

According to the President of the Morris Heights 

N e i g h b o r h o o d  I m p r o v e m e n t  A s s o c i a t i o n ,  Roger 

Hayes,approximately 20% of the residents were on welfare. 
Lastly, the area had serious social problems, especially 

a rapidly deteriorating housing stock, with a high level 

of abandonment, and the often accompanying social ills,

27 Interview with Monseigneur Me Car thy, .1975
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p Oespecially crime, drug addiction, and poor sanitation^0 .

In spite of the near impossible task it had put

upon itself, the Morris Heights Neighborhood Improvement

Association did achieve its successes, and perhaps most

importantly, it served as a model, even a kind of pilot

project, demonstrating that something could be done to

stop the deterioration if people were willing to put time

and effort Into it. As Roger Hayes put it:

W e ' re going into bui1dings and completely turning 
them around. We're going into build- buildings 
that would have been abandoned in six months 
We're developing leadership and seeing people 
take a little more control over their environment.
I think its definitely a way of saving more 
buildings. We have to fight bad forces in the 
in the community, such as bad landlords and un­
responsive city agencies. We say let's not cry
about the situation, let's do something about
it. 29

Thus, through the use of tenant organizing, rent 

strikes, and the formation of security patrols, and

community self help efforts, such as turning vacant lots 

into gardens and monitoring local businesses (such as so 

called Medicaid Mills) the Morris Heights organization 

was instilling hope, not only in local residents but also 

in the hearts of other interested parties, especially 

other local Catholic parish priests, faced with the same 

difficulties.

28 Jonnes, loc.cit. pp.346-347

29 New York Post, Article by Peter Freiberg, 1976



For many years Catholic clergymen of the northwest 

Bronx had been meeting periodically to discuss Church 

r e l a t e d  matters. These meetings in which the clergymen 

discussed such things as bingo receipts were formalized 

as "The Northwest Bronx Clergy Conference." Then, around 

1972, a nun, Sister Pat Dillon came on the scene. Sister 

Pat had done community work with a Protestant Minister in 

Providence, Rhode Island. She talked to the gathered 

prelates of the Clergy Conference about her work and
O  Qconvinced them of the importance of social activism. u 

Soon after, many of the pastors, 1ike Father Me Nally of 

St. Nicholas of Tolentine Church and Father Me Nulty of 

Our Lady of Mercy began to get involved in tenant 

organizing and battling both local land 1 ords and 

municipal agencies for better services. A short time 

later, Monseigneur John McCarthy of Holy Spirit parish 

brought Paul Brant on the scene. To better deal with the 

immense problems involved in revitalizing the parish 

neighborhoods Brant outlined a plan to the pastors of the 

Nor thwes t Bronx Clergy Conference, calling for the 

establishment of a northwest Bronx-wide community 

organization, composed of the sixteen parishes of the 

area. In effect, Brant was proposing the establishment

30 Interview with Bishop Ahern, 1975



43

of a f e d e r a t i o n  of c o m m u n i t y  organizations, a 

coalition.31 The area covered by the new organization 

would be immense, constituting about one-quarter of the 

land area of Bronx county, roughly from the Cross Bronx 

Expressway on the south, to the Yonkers\Westches ter 

border on the nor th, and from the Harlem and Hudson 

Rivers on the west to the Bronx Botanical Gardens,the 

Bronx Zoo, and Boston Post Road to the east. [See; Map of 

New York City with Northwest Bronx shaded on p. 45] The 

population of this area was approximately 400,000 people. 

While the name of this new organization would ultimately 

be the Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition, at 

the time the proposal was made by Paul Brant it appears 

that the organization was at least initially to be part 

of the Northwest Bronx Clergy Conference. Furthermore, 

whether the "community" aspect, i.e. the non-sectarian 

aspect, was always intended or not, it is clear that the 

new organization was viewed by its founder, Brant and 

presumably his supporters, as principally a Catholic 

organization or certainly one that was to be "steered" or 

run principally by the Northwest Bronx Catholic Church. 

Thus, even though Bishop Patrick Ahern would in 1976

31 Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition 
files,1974
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describe the Coalition as "... grow(ing) from the 

neighborhood

concerns of the pastors of the 16 parishes to become a 

broad-based ecumenical community organisation," it is 

clear that it was above all else a Catholic organization! 

or at least a Catholic Church dominated organisation.32

At a gathering of the northwest Bronx pastors to 

prepare for a forthcoming meeting with the President of 

Dollar Saving Bank, Henry Walt e rmade , Paul Brant 

distributed a background paper to the assembled parish 

priests of the Northwest Bronx Clergy Conference. The 

purpose of the meeting with Mr. Waltemade was to enlist 

his support for the establishment of "... a program of 

neighborhood stabilization in the 16 parishes of the 

NWBCC (Northwest Bronx Clergy Conference)." and to 

convince him to "... contribute $25,000 to the start-up 

budget ..." for the "... privately-controlled, community- 

based stabilization effort."33

It is clear from the text of the background paper 

that Brant wanted the Catholic Church to be the "prime 

mover" in this effort at neighborhood stabilization; he 

told the assembled pastors:

32 Interview with Bishop Ahern, 1976

33NWBCCC files, 1974
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Part of our plan includes getting our people 
involved to demand responsible political 
leadership and accountability of civil servants.
The Catholic Community has been a slumbering 
giant,... Our people are going to learn 
something about the precesses of government.
We'll take our lead from Bishop Mugavero1s 
letter . . .

and

... We prefer to start with our own group because 
we speak the same language and can come to 
decisions in a relatively short time. When we have 
s p e c i f i e d  c o n c r e t e  p r o j e c t s  in d i f f e r e n t  
neighborhoods, then we will recruit others for the 
effort. We view ours selves as a catalytic group 
engaged in starting a non-sectarian project. For 
reasons of efficiency, like starting a corporation 
with one incorporator, we have chosen this route„34

He further focused his attention on "parishes,"

not simply neighborhoods, stating that:
"... Fordham students are already at work in Our 
Lady of Mercy Parish . . . and another group will 
start work in St. Mart in of Tours parish ..."

and
. . . We would add projects in the (St] Philip 

Neri/Our Lady of Refuge area, [St Nicholas of] Tolentine/
Holy Spirit area, St. Brendan1 s/St. Ann's area, etc35

Add i ng to the Catholie Church-centeredness [or

domination] of the proposal was Brant's emphasis on the

Northwest Bronx Clergy Conference as the directing agency

of the entire proposal. In discussing the aims of the

proposal, Brant stated "... the NWBCC will not tolerate

34 NWBCCC files, 1974

35 NWBCCC files, 1974
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further spreading of deterioration..."38 So, while Brant

and the assembled pastors may have intended to "... move

as soon as possible to involve all the people in the

neighborhoods" , and be careful "... not making this a

strictly Catholic effort he also said "... we know

that the burden of the effort lies with us, but we need

the help of other segments of the Bronx to help us get

started.1137 Perhaps, most significant of all is Brant's

perspective on reasons to involve other groups. In one

specific proposal Brant stated:

#6.Start looking for Protestant Church 
1eaders ( ministers, e l d e r s ,etc) and 
J e w i s h  l e a d e r s  (r a b b i s , t e m p l e  
presidents, etc.) and others who have 
a c c e s s  to a c o n s t i t u e n c y  in a
geographical area, ask them to join in a 
concrete project and to help muster 
further volunteer support and leadership.
This will enhance the poss ib i 1 i ty of 
getting big funding after the firs t
year.38

Thus, the Catholic Church was to be at the forefront 

of this effort to stem the tide of deterioration 

spreading from the south Bronx to the northwest section 

of the borough. The Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy 

Coalition was actually founded in January, 1974. Almost

all the initial members and directors were Catho1i c

36 NWBCCC files, 1974

37 NWBCCC files,1974

38 NWBCCC files, 1974
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Clergymen, mostly pastors of the sixteen parishes of the 
northwest Bronx churches, Monsgr. Louis Martorella, 
Father Leo Halpin, etc, etc . 16 priests/Msgrs. one
Jesuit (Brant} , one Cat hoi .ic Layman, and one Bishop , 
Ahern)

I n June, 1 9 74 the 1 eader of the New York 
A r c h d i o c e s e , Cardinal C o o k e , addressed a Fordham 
University conference on "Strategies for the Ministry" 

sponsored by the Northwest Bronx Clergy Conference. At
the conference Cardinal Cooke gave his blessing to the 

clergymen's new found activism and stated that the 

parishes "... are a promise of stability, of permanence 

in a storm of change,of security that at least one of the 

major structures of our society, the Church, has not 

pulled out and thrown up its hands, in frustration at the 
appalling convergences of urban crisis.1,39

With the Cardinal's support now counted in, the most 

power ful Catholic leaders and institutions were now 

involved in the northwest Bronx effort: the Bishop of the 

northwest Bronx, Patrick Ahern, all the local pastors, 

the President of Fordham University, Father Finley, plus 

a number1 of professional staff and a cadres of student 
volunteers, all in support of a Catholic Church-led 

contemporary crusade against what a Coalition program

39 Jonnes, loc.clt.p .349
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summary had called an "evil force" threatening the 

stability of the northwest Bronx.

Why Catholic Church Involvement?

There are three basic reasons for Catholic Church 

involvement in the social activism of the Coal ition. The 

first one has to do with Paul Brant, the founder of the 

Coal i t ion. He came on the scene at a t ime when the 

northwest Bronx was undergoing rapid social change, when 

the established institutions appeared powerless to change 

the northward push of deterioration slowly but surely 

moving up from the south Bronx. With intelligence, drive, 

and even charisma he was able to bring together the 

resources necessary to mount an offensive against the 

forces of deterioration. Brant's own motivation was 

partly personal, partly religious. As he put It, "I woke 

up one morning with feeling that the city ought to work 

and that I ought to do something. " 0 f course, the

previously mentioned 1969 Christmas blizzard and its 

aftermath of bureaucratic neglect of the northwest Bronx 

galvanized Brant. His Inability to get action from 

anyone in city government drove him , not to throw up his 

hands, but to press fraward, saying, "I thought there was 

something wrong with that." Coming from Raleigh, North 

Caroling, a city of 170,000 people where people looked
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out for one another, Brant said, "The apathy I 

encountered among many Bronx residents was s imply 

unacceptable to me". His other motivation was surely 

religious in nature. Brant was a philosophy instructor at 

Fordham College, teaching a course entitled, "Elements of 

Social Thought". As part of the curriculum of the course 

Brant had his students involved in community work in 

northwest Bronx neighborhoods. In fact, the first full 

time paid community organizers of the Coalition had been 

students of Paul. Brant. The focus of the course was on 

the relationship between morality and social activism. 

Clearly, Paul Brant believed that the good Christian was 

someone who did good deeds, that there was more to 

Christianity than going to Church on Sundays and reading 

the bible. As Paul Brant put it: "When the history of

the Coalition is written, three or four hundred good 

leaders have gotten the Catholic Church out of its navel
„ AQgazing... "

The second reason for the Church's involvement was 

self interest. While the devastation of the South Bronx 

affected the hundreds of thousands of people living 

there, it also affected the whole institutional 

structure , including economic, political, educational, 

and religious institutions. A religious institution like

Interview with Paul B r a n t , 1977



the Bronx Cat ho lie Church was tied not only to its 

parishioners but also to the whole institutional 

infrastructure of the area. As the population of the 

Bronx began to change racially and ethnically, the 

C h u r c h e s  1 p a r i s h i o n e r s  also c h a n g e d . The new 

parishioners were poorer,and often on public assistance. 

Furthermore, with the newcomers came the devastation, 

i n c l u d i n g  c r i m e , a r s o n , drugs, broken families, 

i 1 legi t iraacy, and housing abandonment. And, with the 

devastation came the erosion of the fabric of social and 

economic life: businesses fled, and with them jobs,

schools fell into decline, and with that decline came a 

loss of hope for the future. Old politics had failed and 

a new perhaps more sleazy and opportunistic breed of 

politician took over, people 1 ike Ramon Velez. The 

Catholic Church, with many parishes scattered throughout 

the south, central , and northwest Bronx was de eply 

concerned about the situation. While its moral concern 

is easily appreciated and understood, the Church also had 

concerns of a more worldly nature. While the Church was 

not involved in money making endeavors, its whole 

instituti onal structure, including Churches, parochial 

schools, and social activities, was based on an economic 

base. More specifically, the Church had bills to pay,- 

even a tax exempt institution 1 ike the Catholic Church



has bills to pay, e.g. mortgages for new school buildings 

and churches, salaries for paid staff, building 

maintenance costs, including fuel, routine maintenance 

and repair, supply costs, and money for the archdiocese 

to run its many city-wide programs. When the south Bronx 

began to change, when the devastation began to move 

nor thward, enveloping more and more neighborhoods and 

parishes, an economic crisis arose within the Bronx 

Catholic Church and other Catholic institutions, such as 

Fordham University. With most parishioners poor or on 

public assistance neither the Sunday collection nor the 

array of fund raising activities (like bingo or las Vegas 

nights) could any longer be counted on to raise enough 

money to pay the bills. When Cardinal Cooke came to the 

conference at Fordham University in June 1974 to give 

this blessing to the Coalition, and a wholehearted "go 

gettem," he was not simply applauding the pastors' moral 

fortitude, he was also hoping that this new social 

activism on the part of his pastors would help stabilize 

the who1e parish structure. In other words, while the 

Cardinal was undoubtably concerned about neighborhood 

deterioration, he was at least equally concerned about 

f iscal deterioration,i.e. the fiscal deterioration of 

what for decades had been one of the most economica liy 

solid areas in the American Catholic Church. I f the
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northwest Bronx became another south Bronx, the 

Archdiocese of New York stood to lose thousands of its 

solid middle and working class members , and the 

contributions they would make annually to the Church1s 

operating budget. A rapid transition of newcomers,

involving large numbers of Black and Latino poor as they

were, would bring with them the threat of fiscal crisis

for the individual parishes, and even the who 1 e

archdiocese. As Paul Brant put it [in his preparation

material for the pastors of the northwest Bronx before

their meeting with Henry Waltemade, President of Doliar

Savings Bank]:

P a s t o r s  a r e  c o n c e r n s d  a b o u t  a d v a n c i n g
deteriora tion, par ticularly of housing, and the 
exodus of stable families from the northwest Bronx. 
Rents are soaring, and in every parish there is a 
m a r k e d  i n c r e a s e  in w e l f a r e  fami 1i es , with 
consequent shock effect to neighborhoods. Elderly 
are being harassed in many instances by landlords 
seeking to have them move so their apartments are
decontrolled . . . The handwriting is on the wall,
unless we and our people take a stand and fight 
this evil force that is overpowering us, the whole 
northwest Bronx is going to collapse 1 ike the South 
Bronx. In Holy Spirit and Simon Stock and Our 
Savior and Martin of Tours parishes, the first wave 
of middle class black and Puerto Rican families are 
mov i ng out rapidly, being replaced by welfare 
fami 1 ies w h o , In addition to the problems they 
create because of their social situation, are being 
taken advantage of by unscrupulous realtors.

41 NWBCCC files,1974



The last reason for Church involvement in the 

formation of the Coalition is cultural, related to 

general social changes occurr ing in Wes tern society, 

including the United States, and changes occurring in the 

American Catholic Church. Certainly the Papacy of John 

xxiii and Vatican II and the reforms that were enacted 

by Catholicism are important factors, but in order to 

understand the Church's Involvement in the Coalition it 

is perhaps better to examine the general tenor of the 

times as it existed In. the America of the 1960s and 

1970s. This was a p e r i o d  of social u p h e a v a l  

characterized by social movements and political protest, 

people working collectively to change society, often to 

right what they viewed as unjust or unfair or even 

immoral in American society. In short it was a period of 

social activism. This climate of social activism 

affected millions of people, including clergymen. In 

fact, clergymen were often at the forefront of social 

protest, from Martin Luther King to Fathers Daniel and 

Philip Berrigan and on to the Reverend William Sloane 

Coffin to scores of lesser known religious leaders, 

clergymen throughout America were "engaged," spreading 

the gospel of social activism, perhaps the new gospel of 

good works. But good works no longer meant charity or 

do-gooding, it meant putting one's body on the line, for
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Jesus, for mankind, for the poor, self sacrifice for the 

sake of one's less privileged brothers. People like Paul 

Brant, the pastors,especially Father McNally, Sister Pat 

Di1Ion, and the Coalition‘s community organizers, like 

Bill Fisher, John Riley, Bill Frey, Joe Muriano, Peter 

Bourbeau, Lois Haar, and many others, in one way or 

another, all of them were affected by the new gospel of 

social activism.

Tensions and Conflicts within the Fledgling Organization 

All organizations need resources in order to operate. 

The purpose of the previously alluded to meeting between 

the Catholic clergymen of the Northwest Bronx and the 

President of Dollar Savings Bank, Henry Waltermade, was 

to win his support for the neighborhood stabilization 

plan and to convince him to contribute $25,000 in "seed" 

[or start-up] money to get the organization going. The 

Coalition succeeded in getting from President Waltemade 

a contribution of $ 15,000. A short time later and partly 

through the active influence of Mr. Waltemade, the 

Coalition solicited and received contributions from other 

locally operating banks, i.e. $5,000 from Eastern Savings 

Bank, $10,000 from Harlem Savings Bank, and smaller

amounts from Chase, Morgan Guarantee, First National, and
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Manufacturers Hanover Trust. 4 2 Overal1, during the

Coalitions first three years of operation, from 1974 to

1976, i t received a total of $60,000 in contributions

from locally operating savings and commercial banks. In

addition, the Coalition received grants and contributions

from other sourc es : the New World Foundation gave

$50,000 , Catholic Charities gave $5,000, and other

f oundat ions 1 ike the Ford Foundation were considering

additional grants. Another source.1 of monetary resources

was what might be termed "in house" fund raising. Bishop

Ahern, visited all the parishes of the northwest Bronx,

explaining to the parishioners what was about to be done,

and telling them:

I f the Bronx dies, the hopes; of a million and a 
half people for justice and a decent life, here and 
now , will die with it. We're trying to stop that 
from happening . . . And so far as we know, what 
we're undertaking in 1975 In the northwest B r o n x  
is unique in the American Church, both for Its 
scope, and for its challenge . . . The scope Is to 
renew the neighborhoods of the northwest Bronx ...
The adversity which our life in the city s\:ibjects 
us to can make us bitter or it can make us better.
It can destroy cities, or inspire us to r e n e w 
them.43

In response to Bishop Ahern's inspirational sermon the

4  ̂ Interview with Monseigneur McCarthy,February 20, 
1976 and

Jonnes, loc.cit. pp.349-350

43 Jonnes, loc.cit. p .350
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faithful of the northwest Bronx contributed an additional 

$45,000.

Obviously, all these grants and contributions were of

critical importance to the fledgling organization. The

Coalition needed this money to hire its first staff,

including community organizers and an executive director.

The problem with this initial fund raising was the

potentia.1 conflict of interest that could arise between

the Coalition and one of its principal sources of

funding, i.e. the banks. Certainly, the Coalition, and

especial l y , Paul Brant , was aware at the time of the

potential conf1ict between the new community organization

and the; banks. It certainly was not the case that he

naively thought that the banks were neutral bystanders to

the devastation that was sweeping the Bronx. In Brant's

memo to his f e 1 low clergymen be fore the meeting with

Dollar Savings Bank President Henry Waltemade, he wrote:

Dollar Savings has been accused of disinves t ing 
[i.e. ref us ing to give mortgages to minority real 
estate holders and of calling in mortgages 
on bui ldings in 1 high risk' (transitional) areas

and

We are disturbed that the banks, particularly the 
savings banks , h a v e n 't been more forceful in 
res ist ing the deterioration of the Bronx. Why 
didn't the banks seek out the local leaders and sit 
down with them to work out a strategy to keep the 
neighborhoods strong? why don't the banks demand 
that owners of buildings maintain their property?
Is the only thing banks are interested in whether
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the mortgage payments are made on time? What about 
the future? We think its high time that the banking 
institutions in The Bronx assumed some of the MORAL 
RESPONSIBILITY [my capitals] which goes along with 
having a great deal of financial power. It's the 
little guy in the Bronx . . . like our parishioners 
... who are hard working and thrifty, who have made 
the savings banks as rich and powerful as they are.
Its t ime that the banks began to reciprocate and 
w e 1 re telling you [[Mr. Waltemade]] a way to do it. 
Today's the time to start.44

Clearly, Brant and presumably his fellow clergymen 

were aware of the role of the banks in contributing to 

the deterioration of the Bronx. What Paul Brant appears 

to be doing is giving the bankers the opportuni tv to 

" redeem" themselves , or s imp 1y , hold i ng out the 

proverbial "olive branch." He appears also to be giving 

the generally conservative pastors a lesson in how to 

unders tand and interpret the role of banks in the 

problems of the Bronx. He tells his fellow clergymen that 

W a l t e m a d e  and the other bankers are to be held 

responsible for being Philistine-like [Is the only thing 

bankers are interested in whether the mortgage payments 

are made?]. He then tells his fellow clergymen that when 

all is said and done, "Its the little guy in the Bronx 

. . . who has made the savings banks as rich and powerful 

as they are." Finally, he practically demands that the 

bankers "reciprocate" , that they return the favor to

44 NWBCCC files, 1974
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those who have made you "rich and powerful;" start now to

repay your debt, [Today's the time to start].

But, through all this accusatory and even moralistic

language, it is important to note that ultimately Brant

and his fellow clergymen will seek a partnership with

Dollar Savings Bank, for as the memo clearly states:

The idea of this meeting is to obtain the backing 
of a rather important figure in Bronx banking and 
real estate circles for the plan . . . [we have 
developed] and . . . to take a stand with us in the 
fight against decay.4^

So, is there a conflict of interests? What is obvious 

is that there is a definite contradiction between 

identifying banks as one of the causes of the 
deterioration of the Bronx and then seeking their 

f i n a n c i a l  s u p p o r t  in a c a m p a i g n  to stop the 

deterioration. It sounds a little like a community 

petitioning a business that is polluting its environment 

for money to mobilize the people against it. As we well 

know, however, no business would give to such a fund and 

a communi ty would be uniikely to peti tion such a 

business for such funds. S o , why did the Coal i t ion 

petition the; banks, and why did the banks actually donate 

money? The answer appears to lie in the respective 

worldviews of the Coeili tion and the banks, and how, in 

spite of their differences , the c 1ergymen of the

45 NWBCCC files, 197<
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Coalition and bank personnel, like President Waltemade, 

believed they had more in common than they had in 

conflict, or contradiction. Nevertheless, it was the 

contradictory aspect of their relationship that created 

p r o b l e m s  for the Coalition, and especially its 

membership, for they were not blind to contradiction, and 

the conf1ict of interest it could engender.

In addressing this issue of the contradictory nature 

of the Coalition's funding, we will first analyze and 

describe how the contradiction affected the Coalition as 

organization, and then we will examine the relationship 

between the Coalition's clergymen and the local bankers 

to better understand why each was willing to cooperate 

with the other, at least initially.

Tensions and Conflicts within the Fledgling Organization: 
Contradictory Interests and Divided Loyalties

Though the Coalition and, at this stage, its clergymen 

were s e t t i n g  up an organization whose goal was 

"neighborhood stabilization," the solicitation of the 

banks for contributions leads easily to the question, 

"Whose side are they on?" At least on the surface, the 

question appears a valid one; why would the Coalition 

want to be morally and perhaps materially indebted to 

institutions that were at least partially to blame for 

the neighborhood deterioration that the organization was
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attempting to stop? Was it simply desperation for the 

money? Was it Machiavellian politics, i.e. simply trying

to get money from a wealthy source before showing one's 

true colors?

The answer appears to lie in the clergymen's sincere

desire for the bankers to "take a stand with us in the

fight against decay." The Coalition wanted everyone, all

people and institutions, to work together; " there are no

bad institutions, only bad individuals; " this will be a

crusade, a holy war against evi1:

The basic idea we have is to involve 
people who want to stay in the Bronx, get 
them to make a stand, draw an imaginary 
Maginot line across the strip between 
Burnside, 180th, and Fordham Road, refuse 
to let deterioration advance beyond that

We expect politicians, businessmen, realtors 
to help us, after all, it is protect ing 
their investments too/'6

Thus, for the c 1 ergymen there was no contradiction 

because everyone was to be involved in this fight against 

decay; in a sense, this fight was to involve all men of 

good wi11, whoever was willing to "take a stand with us."

For the membership, however, there was a contradiction 

and a conf1ict of interests. Months after the banks bad 

donated money to the Coalition, the Coalition's Committee 

on Reinvestment met to plan a strategy to deal with

46 NWBCCC files, 1974
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savings bank unwillingness to even talk to committee 

members about their "Redlining." A number of committee 

members raised the issue of bankers' influence within the 

Coalition. People wondered if bankers had "friends" on 

the Coalitions Board, of Directors, especially among 

conservative c l e r g y m e n . They wondered if bankers 

intransigence was related to their view that the 

clergymen (or at least some of them) would not allow the 

coalition to take some "radical" action against them 

(e.g.threatening a campaign to get community residents to 

withdraw deposits from offending banks). Committee 

members wondered if the clergymen would be able to 

" forget" the bankers' gifts to the organization; they

wondered if the clergymen could be so ungrateful.

In fact, there were at least four meetings of the 

Committee on Reinvestment when the issue of bank 

influence arose as a topic of open discussion. On

September 23, 1976,, Jim Mitchel, the Executive Director

of the Coalition, fold the Committee not to worry about 

bank influence; he said the? members of the Board of

Directors were "... coming around ..." [that] " . . .they

want to know what banks like Dollar Savings have done, 

their record ..." Mitchell said it was unlikely the banks
A 7would give [donations] again.Ji

47 Research notes from meeting, September, 23, 1976
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At another meeting (January 5, 1977), the discussion

focused on Dollar Savings President Henry Waltemade's

avoidance of contact with the Committee and about his

deal ing instead with the President of the Coal .i tion' s

Board of Directors, Monseigneur Me Carthy. At this

meet ing a Coali t ion employee and community organizer,

Bill Frye, stated that the:

problem is that the Northwest Bronx Community and 
Clergy Coalition originally went to the banks for 
money ...[but the Coalition] ...went to them first, 
knowing that we could never get to them again 
...the Coalition is concerned with reinvestment ... 
it has not been bought off by the banks . . . the 
Board of Directors will have to know [what we are 
doing] [but they won't be opposed to our action]

The general concern by Committee members was that the

President of Dollar Savings and his Vice President, Tom

Hunt, were "negotiating" with Monseigneur McCarthy and

Bishop Ahern, and avoiding direct contact with the

committee members.

At that same January 5th meeting, the Reinvestment

Committee engaged in the following discussion [1/5/77]:

R.G. [Com.Mem]: [Vice President T.H. of Dollar Savings
has gone to Monseigneur McCarthy twice] 

B.F.: Hunt obviously went to McCarthy and
said

[Coalition Staff J 'Look, I 'd like to cooperate but. . . ' 
J.N. : There are now fifteen committees in
[Coalition Exec. the coalition; McCarthy can't be 
Dir.] abreast on all activities.
T.P. [Com. Mem.]: I guess its fair enough to let him

[McCarthy] know what's going on.

48 Research n o t e s , January 5, 1977



64

B .S . [Com.Mem.]:

B.S. [Com.Mem.]

J .M .[Exec.Dir.]

P.B.[Coalition 
Staff]

J .M .[Exec.Dir. 

Jon.M .[Com.Mem]

[Dollar Vice President] T.H. wanted 
McCarthy to get the committee to change 
the word "demand," {as in "we demand"}

{Committee then 
p o i n t e d l y  tell 
Dollar, T .H .,not 
to get to them}

discussed whether to 
Vice President of 

to use Msgr. McCarthy

] :

[ She says that McCarthy has already 
been told not to talk to Vice President 
T.H. and he continues to do i t ; she 
says she does not want to go the Board 
of Di rectors meeting on Monday before 
the Commi ttee meeting (on that same 
Monday) because she fears that T.H. 
will call McCar thy on Tuesday and 
presumably McCarthy will g i ve him 
information regarding the Board's 
meeting and B.S. contribution to it. 
She t h e n  q u e s t i o n s  w h e t h e r  the 
Coalition should continue getting money 
from the banks]
We are not getting money now but just 
as we expect money from the banks for 
r e i n v e s t m e n t , we can also expect 
donat ions.
... if we go after the banks, the Board 
of Directors will get flack [ from the 
banks].

. . . that's why they have to know

C .F .[Com.Mem]:

what1s going on.
[There are ] important points here ... 
especially after Watergate ... [there
are] strings [attached to donations]
. . . the banks gave money; have they 
bought us? ...
... the banks cannot buy us off ...

[the committee asks for a volunteer to 
go to the Board of Directors to explain 
what the committee is do i ng ; four 
people volunteer]

Then, on January 18, 1977, Father McNulty, a member of

the Coalition Board of Directors, paid a surprise visit

49 Research n o t e s , January 5, 1977
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to the Committee on Reinvestment. He came in after the 

meeting had begun and as he entered, he light-heartedly 

said, " I am a banker; 11 everyone laughed. He then asked,

"What's going on?"®® and he was apprised of the situation 

regarding the banks. The Committee was at that time 

having difficulty getting the banks to come to a meeting 

with them, they had begun to discuss the possibility of 

taking some action against the intransigent banks, such 

as picketing.

Father McNulty seemed upset over the whole issue of 

attacking the banks. He almost appeared to be defending 

the bank position, saying, "... they see it [the work of

the Committee and their attempt to get banks to reinvest 

deposi tors m o n e y  in the northwest Bronx] as an 

unwarranted intrusion in their business ... you can only 

go so far here .... He then related to the Committee how 

he went to see Dollar Vice President T.H. , but that he 

was not in. Feither McNulty cautioned the Committee that 

they were "... up against big money ... banks, insurance 

companies, and oil companies ... this is very difficult 

...keep trying to talk to them [that is, before you take 

action against them] ..."

Finally, when the Committee began to get emotional 

regarding what was termed bankers' "arrogance," Committee

50 Research n o t e s , January 18, 1977
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member, B.S. posed the question, "... if we picket 

. . .will the Board of Directors back us. . .?" Father 

McNulty responded, ... No, they won't ... they will be 

upset . . . its too radical ... I know of no bank in the 

Bronx which has been picketed."

Then a very significant exchange occurred:

B.S.[Com.Mem]:

F a . McN.:
J .M .[Exec.Dir.]

B .S .[Com.Memb]:

Father McN.:

B.F. :

J.M.[Exec.Dir.]

C .G .:[Com.Memb]

T.P.[Com.Memb]

. . . do we have to get the approval of 
the Board of Directors [ for actions 
this Committee decides to take]?
You do ... especially for picketing.

... decisions and policy is always made 
by the Board of Directors

... I have worked for other Committees 
of the Coalition and never had to go to 
the Board of Directors!
... this is a Coalition ... an umbrella 
group [you have to inform the Board]

. . . [ but ] all this was passed by the
membership [Coal.staff] in December [at 
the Coalition's Annual Meeting where 
the ent ire membership discusses and 
votes on its yearly agenda]

[Yes] . . . p o 1 icy wa; 
December meeting... .

made a t the

(to Father McN) Father ... banks will 
have to be democratized . . . [ they have 
a] social responsibility . . . banks 
don't 1ike pressure but 
its the only way to do something ...

[FATHER MCN. LEAVES]
Is the Board of Directors worried about 
the image
of Church ...[that we are] radicals?

[Committee members discuss Father McN.; 
they want to know whether he represents 
the Coalition's Board of Directors. The 
answer given is that he does not, only
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B .S .[Com.Memb]: 

K.B.[Com.Memb]: 

B.F.[Coal.Staff]:

B .S .[Com.Memb]:

J .M .[Exec.Dir]:

J .B .[Com.Memb]:

T .P .[Com.Memb]:

B .S .[Com.Memb]:

K.B. [Com.Memb]: 

B.F.[Coal.Staff] : 

T .P .[Com.Memb]:

himself. People on the Committee are 
visibly upset about Father McN.]

. . .1 have the feeling that the clergy 
is working against us ...

... the c lergy w a n t s  a radical 
revolution without bloodshed!

. . .this Committee represents the 
Coalition . . . all the resolutions were 
passed ...[at the Annual Meeting]

. . . if we picket . . . the banks will 
call the Board of Directors ...

...what the Board of Directors wants is 
consultation ...

... I propose we stop talking about the 
Board and decide what we want to do ...

. . . the idea of [behind] the Coalition 
[is] not to be controlled ...[by banks, 
outside forces, etc]

... under the name of the Coalition ... 
we may not get Board support.
[ She then raises the possibility of 
taking action against the banks in the 
n a m e  of one of the a u t o n o m o u s ,  
aff.i.1 i cited community associations, 
and thereby avoiding the need to seek 
C o a l i t i o n  a p p r o v a l  and Board of 
Director approval of their action; the 
Committee decides instead to try one 
more time to speak to Dollar Vice 
President T.H., and they begin to draft 
a letter to him]

. . . won't the Board of Directors get 
upset this letter?

...you don't have to worry about that

... they [the banks] don't want to deal
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with us. . . [they] only want to deal
with the clergy ... 51

Though the above dialogue almost speaks for itself, 

it is very clear that the Committee members view the 

clergy and its motives with great suspicion. They do in 

fact wonder, "whose side are they on?" Committee members 

clearly realize that the banks are, to put it minimally, 

par t of the problem; they have also experienced the 

"arrogance" of the banks, with bankers refusing to even 

talk to members of the Commi ttee. When clergymen 1 ike 

Father McN. and Mon. McC.are understood to be dealing 

with the bankers behind the backs of the Committee, not 

necessarily double dealing, but simply dealing on their 

own, this is clearly unacceptable and of course highly 

undemocratic. It is no wonder that the members of the 

Committee feel that, "the clergy is working against u s ."

How is it possible for the Committee and the clergy 

to be at odds to such a degree? If it was the clergy 

itself that founded the Coalition, why couldn't they see

what they were doing? Why coul d n 1 t they see the

contradictory nature of their behavior? Why couldn't 

they see the conf1ict of interests?

The Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition 

was established through the impetus of the Bronx Catholic

51 Research n o t e s , January 18,1977
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of the northwest Bronx. Needing resources to start the 

organization, the clergymen solicited and received money 

from var i ous sources, a major one being local savings 

banks. When the Coalition began a campaign directed 

against local savings banks for their obvious pattern of 

disinvestment in the northwest Bronx, non-clergy members 

of the Coali t ion, residents of the northwest Bronx, 

openly quest ioned the relationship between the Catholic 

clergymen sitting on the Coalition’s Board of Directors 

and the banks. The members of the Committee on 

Reinvestment saw the contradiction between clergymen 

working for the Coalition and, at the same time, 

soliciting money from the banks. And, just as important, 

they ques t ioned the informal, friendly relationship 

between bankers and the clergy, one involving telephone 

calls and stops at the bank to talk.

If the relationship between the clergymen and the 

bankers was the core of the problem, the center of the 

contradiction, then what must be examined is the nature 

of the relationship between the two groups.

In m i n i s t e r i n g  to their f l o c k s , r e ligious 

institutions establish relations with the people of their 

neighborhoods, the community of worshippers, but, in 

addi t ion, they also deve lop ties with the leaders of
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whom may even be members of the congregation. The 

pas tor/Monse igneur of a local church-school-community 

center complex may develop an on-going business and 

p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with heads of many local 

institutions , e.g. the president of the local savings 

bank with whom he negot iated the mortgage for the 

construct ion of the new school, or perhaps negotiated the 

restructuring of the old mortgage, a real estate 

developer with whom he negotiated for the land for the 

school or a field for the school sport teams , a 

construction firm with whom he negotiated a contract for 

the construction or perhaps rehabilitation of the church 

or school, and so on. As the head of the institution 

upholding the moral values of a community, a pastor is 

invited to many local social functions: community club

dinners, poli t ical meetings, sporting events, and other 

such gatherings. He; has continual formal and informal 

ties to heads of many other local organizations and 

institutions. The pastor is thus a part of a kind of 

local "power elite," representing the ideological 

component or the integrative component of the local power 

structure. So, along with political and economic elites, 

the local priest does his part in helping to maintain the 

stability of the community. While clergymen can be very



critical of secular, materialist modern society, they 

wi11 not ordinari ly attack its dominant institutions. 

Thus, a priest or minister might in his Sunday sermon 

attack greed or materialism, he will not attack Citicorp; 

he might attack political corrupt ion, but not the 

Democratic Party. Another common pattern is to attack 

individuals, but not the institutions they represent; so 

Richard Nixon might be fair game, but not the American 

government; Ivan Boesky is fair game, but not capital ism. 

Why this orientation to the status quo? At the societal 

level, mainstream religious institutions are an integral 

par t of the status quo, of the whole institutional 

structure of American society. They contribute to it and 

they derive benefits from it. At the local level, the 

same thing is true; local Churches and their clergymen 

derive benefit from their place in local social 

structure. Local pastors get mortgages from bankers, land 

from real estate agents, new school buildings from 

cons t rue t ion companies , and, on a social-psycho log ical 

level, they get respect and honor from other institution 

heads . In return, of course, they contribute moral 

integration and community solidarity, i.e. they help 

supply the spiritual and moral mortar which keeps the 

system together, helps people make sense of and cope with
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their lives, to plug on, in the face of apparent 

absurdity and frightening angst.

So, "whose side were the clergymen on?" The

clergymen started out believing that there were no 

inherent contradictions between the interests of the

savings bank industry and those of the residents of the 

northwest Bronx. Guided by a generally individualistic 

morality and a conservative politics, they were not able 

to see the inherent contradiction in soliciting money 

from local banks while, at the same time, working with 

residents to save the neighborhood. Instead, they saw 

the banks as lacking "moral responsibility" and 

"forcefulness; " they wanted the banks "to take a stand 

with us," "against the evi 1 force tha t 's trying to 

destroy us." In addition, it appears that many of the 

clergymen were genuinely divided in their loyalties. In 

effect, they were of two minds because they had their 

feet in both worlds, the world of the "local power

elite," and that of the ordinary man/woman of the

neighborhood. When the issue of taking action against 

local banks arose as a serious topic, clergymen like 

Father McN. and Mon.McC. were torn between allegiance to 

two di f f erent groups, both of the community, but with 

different sets of interests. Father McN.1s ambivalence is 

obvious in his statements to the Reinvestment Committee
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know exactly where their interests lie, and they know 

that the banks are their legitimate targets for community 

action ; as one Committee member put it, " ... banks will

have to be democratized ...."

To their credit, when, as they say, "push came to 

shove, 11 the Coal it ion 1 s ambivalent clergymen on the Board 

of Directors did indeed 1end the i r support to the 

Reinvestment Committee's activities directed against the 

local savings banks:. In fact, the Vicar of the Bronx, 

B i shop Patrick Ahern, actually joined the Committee, 

assisted at the meetings and confrontations with local 

bankers, and even joined the Committee and local 

residents when they picketed a local savings bank. Why 

the change of heart, especial ly on the part of key 

clergymen, like the bishop? There are three basic 

reasons for the support that the Board of Directors and 

its clergymen ultimately gave the Reinvestment Committee. 

First, the bishop joined the Reinvestment Committee to 

lend his considerable prestige and power to the 

Committee. The Committee was having difficulty getting 

the banks to pay at tent ion to i ts communication. The 

bishop may also have joined the Commi ttee to "oversee" 

the commi ttee, to keep the committee from straying " too 

far", to keep it from getting "too radical. " "Not only
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did his presence give real legitimacy to the Committee's 

work, it also kept the Committee in check. The word 

"radical" was bandied about all too frequently for the 

politics of the Committee not to have been an issue with 

the Board of Directors. One member of the Committee was 

known to be a leftist, and other members were clearly 

saying rather radical kinds of things, like, "... banks 

have to be democratized ..."

The second reason for the Clergymen's change of 

heart was a "put up or shut up " factor, a moral issue. 

The clergymen were the founders of the Coalition; they 

had told the people that it was time to fight, to take a 

stand. So, here was an issue, disinvestment/redlining, 

one of the root causes of the physical deterioration of 

the neighborhoods of the no r t hwe s t Bronx and the 

clergymen looked like they were vacillating. They had 

taken money from the people of the northwest Bronx to get 

the Coalition started, but they had also taken money from 

"the i r friends, the bankers". N o w , they were having 

trouble deciding "whose side they were on?, the peoples's 

or the bankers? As the woman on the Reinvestment 

Committee put it, "The clergy wants a radical revolution 

. . . without bloodshed ..." Thus, the clergymen had to 

choose between siding with the people of the northwest



75

Bronx or their old business associates, the bankers; they 

had to "put up or shut up."

The third and final reason for the change of heart 

on the part of the clergy had to do with the Committee on 

Reinvestment. The members of the Committee, including 

resident volunteers, Coalition staff [organizers], and 

even the Executive Director were all united in the belief 

that strong action had to be taken against the banks. 

The clergymen had to support the Committee's actions, 

else face the charge of being morally bankrupt, of having 

sold out for the perverbial "thirty pieces of silver."
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Chapter Three 

Organizational Structure of the Coalition

The General Ideology of the Coalition

In 19 7 5, w i t h i n  a s h o r t  t i m e  a f t e r  its

incorporation, the Coalition put out a "Program Summary"

which defined its goals:

The thrust of the Coalition is to get all 
the "good guys" together to fend off the 
"bad guys" . No one, by virtue of race, 
religion, occupation or economic status, 
who expresses an interest in the future 
wel1-being and vitality of the northwest 
Bronx, is unwelcome.. . °2

Rather than acting on the basis of some identifiable 

ideology or formal political philosophy, the Coal.ition is 

best understood as an organization which believes itself 

to be on a moral crusade. In this moral crusade, there 

are "good guys" and " bad guys" , but no one is to be 

pre j udged as "bad" p u r e 1y on the basis of " race, 

religion, occupation, or economic status." Instead, the 

problem is, as the "Program Summary" mentions, "... the

evil force that is overpowering us ..."; it is this "evil 

force" that the Coalition wants to destroy.

Since no one is inherently bad, the evil that exists 

is located in the immoral behavior of certain individuals

52 NWBCCC files, 1975
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and institutions. Thus, the coalition sets out to attack 

unscrupulous landlords and the harmful practices of 

banks, insurance companies, and municipal agencies. Such 

individuals and institutional practices represent the 

"evi1 force" that is attempting to destroy the goodness 

of the northwest Bronx. In conversations with Coalition 

activists and employees, one regularly hears such terms 

as "social consciousness," "moral obligation," and 

"greedy landlord. " It is in the use of such terms that 

the moral thrust of the Coalition is clearly evident.

In its anti-redlining campaign, directed against local 

savings banks, coalition workers emphasized the banks' 

moral obiigation to the community to reinvest depositors’ 

money [savings]. When bankers responded by stating that 

they felt no such responsibility to the community, and 

that it was the bottom line that counted most, coalition 

personnel answered by trying to convince the bankers that 

they could reinvest in the northwest Bronx and make a 

profit too. Coalition personnel did not attack banks 

because they made? profits, but instead because they did 

no t have a social conscience, because they were over iy 

concerned with prof its and not sufficiently concerned 

with the welfare of the community. In effect , the 

Coalition1s effort was directed at making the banks see 

the error of their ways, at making the banks realize that
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they had a moral obligation to reinvest money back into 

the neighborhood. Impl icit in all this is a view of 

society as a moral order in which stability is created 

and sustained by the proper behavior of ail its members. 

This is an individualistic morality, one in which no 

individual person or, for that matter, individual 

institution is inherently good or bad; everyone is to be 

judged by his/her actions. The blind spot in this 

individualistic morality is its inability to view 

individuals and the institutions that employ them as 

engaged in organizational practices that have negative 

consequences for the welfare of neighborhoods. What this 

means is that the "evil force" mentioned earlier may be 

an integral part of a seemingly innocuous institution as 

it pursues its goal of doing business. An obvious 

example of this is banks and their practice of redlining 

(which will be discussed in detail later on).

The Goals of the Coalition

I n its first issue of Call to Action, (1976) , the

Coalition newsletter, Bishop Ahern wrote the following

descript ion of the Coalition:
... [We are] w o r k i n g  to save our 
neighborhoods, to restore those already 
damaged, and to preserve those as yet 
unspoiled ... . Its [the Coalition's]
first aim has been to organize tenants to 
work cooperatively with owners for better
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services and for the preservation of our 
mostly excellent housing stock. It [the 
Coalition] strives for cleaner and safer 
neighborhoods, and to these ends it 
collaborates with a number of community 
groups which have affiliated with the 
Coali tion . . . ̂

And in a 1975 program summary, written just after the

coalition actually began operation, its founders stated:

. . . The thrust from the beginning has 
been neighborhood stabilization through 
collaboration and reconciliation and In 
partnership with institutions.^

Based on statements such as the above, it. is clear 

that the general goal of the Coalition Is "neighborhood
p; p;defense" , or the prevention of further deterioration 

to the neighborhoods of the northwest Bronx. Phrases like 

"save our neighborhood," "restore those already damaged," 

"preserve those as yet unspoiled," and "neighborhood 

stabilization" leave little doubt as to the intent of the 

founders in establishing the Coalition. In the face of 

the northward push of deterioration coming rapidly from

53 Cali To Action, Aug.-Sept.,1976

54 NWBCCC files, 1975

®® By deterioration is generally meant the physical 
dec 1ine of a building, often formally judged by the 
number of building code violations existing, wi th serious 
bui lding code violations related to such conditions as 
broken plumbing, inoperat ive boilers, or inoperative 
e l e v a t o r s . Other problems often related to lack of 
routine maintenance include dirty hallways, peeling paint 
or plaster , and graffiti on wa 11s. All of these 
constitute sure signs that a building going downhill.



80

the South Bronx (one estimate in 1976 was that the 

obvious manifestations of deterioration was moving at the 

rate of ten blocks a year®®), the Coalition would create 

a 11 human barrier" of residents organized to stop the 

plague of blight, arson, and abandonment.

As B i s h o p  Ahern put it, this goal would be 

a c c o m p l i s h e d  by "... organizing tenants to work 

cooperatively with owners ... in partnership with 

institutions and through ... collaboration with a number 

of community groups which have affiliated with the 

Coalition ...

Thus, related to its goal of neighborhood defense is 

its " operat ional goal" of "organizing tenants" and 

"collaborating wi th [already existent] ... community 

groups." In effect, the Coalition's perspective is that 

the northwest Bronx Is to be defended from further 

deterioration by means of the collective efforts of the 

soon to be organized residents of the neighborhood.

While the above statements of the coalition's goals 

come from the organization's early, embryonic phase, a 

more recent statement of the Coalition's goals is as 

follows: "... to combat the causes of neighborhood

deterioration and housing abandonment in the northwest

®® Interview wi th Monseigneur McCarthy, 2/20/76

®^ Call to Action, Aug-Sept.1976
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Bronx."58 This most recent statement of goals may have 

represented a subtle change in the Coalition's strategy, 

i.e. while continuing to engage in tenant organizing, 

over the last few years, the Coalition has been more and 

more involved in the macro aspect of neighborhood 

deterioration, working more closely with banks, realtors, 

insurance companies, and moving into the area of local 

ownership and control of apartment buildings. (As we wi11 

see later on this may also have represented a shift away 

from "grass roots" organizing and more and more toward 

interest group lobbying).

The Formal Structure of the Coalition
The structure of the Coalition is relatively complex 

and hierarchical . 11 is a federation of twelve local

community associations wi th a centralized governing body, 

the Board of Directors . The relat ionship between the 

local associations and the Board of Directors is such 

that local assoc iat ions are autonomous with regard to 

local mat ters (i.e.matters related to the territory of 

the local association) but subject to the control of the 

Board wi th respect to regional issues, this is, issues 

that transcend the local area and/or involve the 

cooperation of other community associations in the name

58 Call To Act i o n , 1982
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of the Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition. 

This relationship is clearly delineated in a formal 

"Agreement to Cooperate" when the association joins the 

Coalition.59

This "Agreement to Cooperate" has six part. First, 

the Coalition will, if resources permit, provide the 

neighborhood association with a paid organizer, whose 

work will be directed by the local association and 

supervised by the Coalition's executive director. 

Second, the neighborhood association has the right to 

"self-determination" in its positions on local issues, 

which may or may not be the position of the Coalition. 

Third, the neighborhood association agrees to participate 

in the standing committees of the Coalition which deal 

with issues affecting the entire northwest Bronx and not 

just the local association's area. Fourth, the 

neighborhood association may formally incorporate 

themselves into the coalition and both the coalition and 

the local association will conduct the i r business 

according to democratic principles and be accountable to 

their members. Fifth, the neighborhood association 

agrees to attend the annual meetings of the Coalition and 

pay dues to the Coalition. And, lastly, the neighborhood

59 BWBCCC files, 1975
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association is entitled to a seat on the Coalition's 

Board of Directors.

The actual structure of the organization, known as 

the Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition 

consists then of a Board of Directors, neighborhood 

associat i ons, and Coa1i t ion staff, most importantly 

community organizers and an executive director. 60 [An 

organizational chart of the coalition appears on page 

84] .

Based on the organizational structure of the Coalition 

two types of actions can be taken, depending on the issue 

involved: a Coalition action and a local association

action. In general, as stated above, local actions are 

those activities which come from the initiative of local 

associations and affect only a local area. An example 

would be the; commonplace actions of an association and 

its membership against a given landlord, such as taking 

him to court for failing to provide adequate services to 

a building. The other type of action, a Coalition 

action, or a Coalition sponsored activity, is one which 

usually affects the entire northwest bronx, or a 

substantial portion of it. In other words, it is an

60 Interview with Coalition organizer Bill Fisher 
and Forham-Bedf ord Community Coalition President, Mary 
Ann Rheinthaler on November 8, 1975
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action i nvo 1 v i ng the interests of more than one 

association and as such it is termed regional. Such 

activities must be approved by the Board of Directors, 

and typically are carried out through the initiative of 

one of the Coalition's Standing Commi t tees. These 

Committees and the issues they deal with are established 

at the Coalition's Annual Meeting. As the name implies, 

the Annual Meeting is held once a year and each of the 

local associations sends representatives. It is at this 

meeting that Coalition policy is formally debated and 

where a plan of action is adopted for the coming year. 

The Coalition's plan of action or agenda is implemented 

through its system of Standing Committees with a 

representative from each association participating, along 

with a Coalition staff member, who usually coordinates 

and/or directs the actions of the Commi ttee. These 

Committees are named for the issues which they are acting 

on. These issues are chosen because they are viewed as 

important for the welfare of the northwest Bronx. There 

are approximately fifteen such commi ttee, among them 

Committees on Redlining/Disinvestment, Rent Control, City 

Services, Housing, Employment, Community Development, and 

Education. All the act ions of the Standing Committees 

are Coalition actions and, as such, are subject to the 

approval of the Board of Directors.



In all the activities of the Coalition, both local 

and regional, the Coalition's paid staff plays a pivotal 

role. During the spring of 1982, the Coalition had 

fifteen full time comnmnity organizers and an executive 

director . These organizers work with the local 

associations and on the Standing Committees. On the 

local level, their principle tasks are to work with 

tenants and tenant associations, and to help in 

implementing the programs of the local associations. In 

these capacities, organizers work actively with local 

people and serve as coordinators, resource persons, and, 

occasionally, as leaders. The latter role occurs 
especially in actions involving city agencies and local 

landlords. Aside from the input of local neighborhood 

residents, the Coalition organizers are the backbone of 

the entire Coalition. While local leaders work hard to 

solve neighborhood problems, they typically hold full 

time jobs during the day and volunteer their time at 

night and on weekends. While such volunteer ism is an 

essential part of every community organization, it has 

o b v i o u s  l i m i t a t i o n s  with regard to the ove r a 11 

effectiveness and efficiency of an organization. One 

obvious problem with such time constraints is that the 

institutions with which local associations must deal with 

operate full t ime, often only dur ing the normal work
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day, that is, from nine to five. If volunteers can only 

work in the evening and on weekends, it puts the 

association at a disadvantage in dealing with important 

institutions and their working personnel.

The Operation of the Coalition: Community Action

The strategy of the Coalition is based heavily on

the ideas of Saul A 1 insky, author of Reve ilie for

Radicals and Rules for Radicals, and perhaps the American

most associated with community organization. Saul Alinsky

not only 1 i terally "wrote the book," but made community

organizing almost respectable. The Coalition is an

Alinsky-s ty1e organization, especially in its "modus-

operand i , " its general style of act ion. In Rules for

Radicals, Alinsky wrote:

Change comes from power, and power comes 
from organization. In order to act, 
people must get together. ®*

and

O r g a n i z a t i o n s  need a c t i o n  as a n 
individual needs oxygen. The cessation of 
a c t i o n  b r i n g s  d e a t h  to t h e  
organization... .u^

From its early beginnings, the overall strategy of 

the Coalition has been "action." Symbolizing this

61 Saul Al insky, Rules For Radicals ( New York: 
Vintage Books, 1971) p.113

62 Ibid,p.120
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position the title of its newsletter was fittingly "Call 

To Action," later changed to "Action."

As described above, the actions of the Coalition 

occur at two levels, a local level and a regional or 

cross-neighborhood level. Locally, affiliated community 

associations are continually involved in issues of 

concern to their constituencies or membership. At the 

regional level, action centers on the Coalitions' system 

of Standing Committees, composed of representatives from 

the local a f f i 11a ted as s o c i a i ions. T h e S t and i ng 

Committees typically direct their efforts at some extra 

neighborhood target and/or institution. The next two 

sect ions, I and 11, will describe Coali t ion act ivi ty as 

it exists at the two different levels, local and 

regional.

I) Action at the Local Level :

The activities of the local community associations 

center mainly but not exclusively on housing. Other 

areas of invo1vement include crime prevent ion, youth 

programs, arson prevention, neighborhood health, senior 

citizen concerns, and city services, such as sani tat ion, 

parks, police, and fire. Since community associations are 

au t onomous with regard to local mat ters, all these 

activities, including actions on housing, are based on
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the "felt" needs of the membership of the association. 

Since there is considerable variation in the social and 

economi c condi t ions af fect ing each ne ighborhood, the 

focus of each community association’s activates varies 

with these conditions. While housing is a focal concern 

of all the community associations, arson prevention is 

not, since the problem of arson is especially strong in 

the Coal i t ion' s more southerly neighborhoods, such as 

Morris Heights. Another important variable is simp1y the 

ability of a community association to mobilize enough 

local support for a given program. S o , while crime 

prevention and security may be felt needs by most 

residents, some community associations may not be 

successful in permanently maintaining block security 

programs; some organizations are simply better organized 

and bet ter run than others.

Since housing is the focal concern of all the 

neighborhood associations of the northwest Bronx, tenant 

organizing is both the goal and the means to attain 

goals. Tenant organizing has this dual role because it 

is the pr incipal means of preserving deteriorating and 

neglected housing, and it is, at the same time, the means 

of training and recruiting community leaders by the local 

association. Tenant activism is thus the core activity 

of local associations' membership. It represents a
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collective effort through which neighborhood residents 

with few material resources gain power. As is true of 

labor unions, tenant associations capitalize on the 

principal resource of the user of property, that is, 

numbers, and they use that resource in combination with 

others similarly situated to attain power, even parity 

with ownership. Thus, while tenant organizing is a means 

to attain concrete ends or goals, it is also an end in 

itself because it serves an important, socializing 

function, that is, training new leadership, especially in 

the core values of tenant organizing, in the ethos of 

tenant organizing. Because i t is at the center of local 

associations efforts, the description and analysis of 

local associations will confine itself to the area of 

housing.

Each month under the caption, "People Power," the

Coalition's newsletter, "Action," prints the addresses of

the buildings in which tenant organizations have taken

action against landlords. In the January, 1982 issue

thirty-one addresses are listed with brief descriptions

of the types of actions taken. The following are

examples of the listings:

1) 2789 V a l e n t i n e  Avenue has been
purchased from the city of New York with 
assistance from the Fordham-Bedford a 
Housing Corporation. The 8 unit building 
is now owned by the 2 7 8 9 valentine 
Housing Development Fund Corporation with
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Hattie DeCrescenzo as president(FB)
2) The tenant Association of 3000-3018 
Kingsbridge Avenue is taking action 
against their landlord to get heat in all 
the apt[s ] and roof leaks repaired.(KH)
3 ) 2 9 6 4 Ferry A v e . Due to a rash of
muggings and robberies, tenants have 
formed an association and have gone on 
rent strike until the landlord repairs 
the front door and the intercom.[BP]
4) Congratulations to 2141 Prospect Ave.
Tenants received 7 A Adminisirator Dec.2 
[CCC]
5 ) 15 5-165 E .Mosholu Pkwy.Tenants have been
organised for three years; after two rent 
strikes and countless m e etings with the 
landlord, he finally agreed to apply for an 8A 
Loan, $200,000 worth of work on building(new
windows and boiler), will begin in the spring.

6) 2294-94 Grand Ave After two years of suffering 
at the hands of [owner] now deceased, the tenant 
association of this building finally won their 
case for the appointment of a 7A administrator. 
The building is not out of the woods yet, but the 
tenants now have heat and hot water, af ter seven 
solid months of boiling water , And their 
administrator, Jose Lopez;, brags that he has lost 
2 8 pounds since his appointment due to the 
headaches and hard work in this bui lding! (UH)
7) 3050 Grand Concourse A11hough heat at the
building has improved the Tenants Association 
will continue to wi thhold rent monies. I f the 
landlord continues to act in good faith, the TA 
wi11 return to him all rents.(BP)®^

The above actions are typical of the kinds of 
actions engaged in by northwest Bronx neighborhood 
associations and their constituent tenant associations. 
Since its founding the Coalition, through its 
neighborhood associations, has directed mos t of its

A c t i o n , J a n . 1982
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efforts at tenant organizing. Literally hundreds of 

tenant associations now operate on the northwest Bronx 

through the efforts of coalition personnel and local 

residents. The kinds of actions they engage in depends 

on the conditions in their buildings. While tenants 

mainly organize because of a lack of landlord provided 

services and /or maintenance, they also organize for 

security reasons,i .e . to form building security patrols. 

U11 imatelv, as stated above, reasons for organizing 

depend on the felt needs of the tenants living in the 

buildings.

While the forma t i on of a tenant association can 

occur in a multitude of ways and follow many different 

paths, in most cases, the tenants organize as a result of 

a lack of basic services, such as insufficient heat and 

hot water, and/or lack of routine maintenance, such as 

repair of plumbing, roofs, and/or elevator. The move to 

organize usually occurs only after individual tenants 

have been unsuccessful in having their complaints 

attended to. As a result, tenants in the building begin 

to complain among themselves, informally. Some tenants 

in the building call local public agencies to get 

results. Such formal complaints may bring results, but 

often only to the complaining tenant, wliile the general 

pattern of abuse continues. So a complaint to the New
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York City Department of Housing, Preservation, and 

Development about the failure of the landlord to repair a 

broken pipe may force the landlord to repair that pipe, 

but it wi 11 not stop him from continuing his pattern of 

not allocating sufficient monies for routine maintenance. 

Over time, as conditions in the building deteriorate and 

tenants' complaints inevitably mount existent social 

networks in the building begin to solidify their view of 

the situation and, equally important, new networks are 

often formed based simply on their sharing complaints 

against the landlord. At some point someone will raise 

the question of a meeting to do something about the 

problem. Usually, this first meeting will be small, 

consisting of a group of tenants, perhaps calling itself 

an "ad-hoc" committee. They might sit down and compare 

notes and for the first time realize the extent of the 

problem. They then might draw up a list of grievances to 

present to the landlord. Their next step will be a 

meeting with the landlord or his agent. If this is 

successful, action may cease. More 1ike1y , however, the 

pattern of 1 andlord abuse will continue. It is after 

such at tempts that the groundwork is laid for the next 

step, the actual formation a tenant association. The 

following newspaper story appeared in the Mew York Daily 

News, as part of a long and in depth story on the work of
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the Coalition. The story documents and personalizes the

process described above:

After four years, Gloria . . . and her 
neighbors tired of burning gas stoves for 
heat and hot water during cold weather, 
of hounding the landlord for repairs and 
having to run to the local police station 
to force him to turn their electrici ty 
back on. A f t e r  several fruitless 
meetings with the landlord the tenants 
began withholding their rent, Finally, 
w i t h  the help of Bill Frey , the 
Coa1i t i o n 's organizer in South Fordham 
[ one of the neighborhoods wi thin the 
nor thwes t Bronx], they formed a tenant 
assoc iat i on and took their landlord to 
housing court , where they were told to 
release their rent money to a11ow the 
owner to put oil in the burner and to pay 
the rest of the back rent only when the 
landlord made other necessary repairs.
"He gave us heat for about three days and 
that ended that." Gloria says. Gloria 
says, "Then he tried to soft soap the
t enant s i ndividua1ly into giving him 
their rent money. But we refused."
Eventually the landlord abandoned the 
building. The tenant association returned 
to court and asked the court to appoint 
G l o r i a  as a d m i n i s t r a t o r  of the 
building."64

O b v i o u s l y  then , the f o r m a t i o n  of a tenant 

association does not in any way insure that a building's 

problems will be corrected. What a tenant association 

does is to create organized opposition to the landlord; 

it empowers the people of the building; it establishes a

® ̂ Hew York News, Sunday Edition, Magazine, Nov. 
28, 1976
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community based on a shared need for improving their 

housing conditions. What was a private concern becomes a 

collective issue, to be dealt with in a public way, by a 

formally organized group established for the purpose of 

improving the physica1 condit ion of the communi ty ' s 

housing. In effect, the power of the landlord is then met 

head-on with the power of organized tenants. In their 

future deal.lings wi th the landlord, and perhaps even more 

i m p o r t a n t l y ,  with those public a g e n c i e s  whose 
responsibility it is to enforce the housing codes-, the 

existence of the tenant association gives legitimacy, 

respectability, and be1ievabi1ity to tenants complaints. 

While an individual tenant complaint can always be 

dismissed as idiosyncratic or exceptional, the complaints 

of an organized group cannot so easily be dismissed, as 

they represent at least the possibility of a pattern of 

abuse. It is important to note that coalition tenant 

organisers play a critical role in the formation of 

t e nant assoc i a t ions and in assoc iat ions' subsequent 

act .i vi t i es wi th landlords and/or public agencies . The 

principle role of the organizer is that of technical 

advisor, typically operciting behind the scenes, giving 

adv ice and counsel to individual tenants and tenant 

groups . Their counsel is usually instrumental in the 

process of sett ing up tenant associations and in the



subsequent activity leading to remedial action. While 

they may on occasion play a leadership role, such as 

addressing tenant groups, they more commonly work through

the leadership of tenant groups. This is adhered to for 

both i d e o l o g i c a l  as well as practical reasons. 

Ideologically, A1insky- influenced organizations 1 ike the 

Coali t ion believe strongly in the importance of grass­

roots par ticipation. This belief in the ability of 

grass-roots peop1e to govern themselves is a kind of 

modern day Jeffersonian bottom-up democratic ideal. The 

intent here is to Involve as many people as possible in 

the governing process . This is also very practical 

because the greater the numbers of people involved, the 

greater the potential power of the organization. Related 

to this be lief in the behind the scenes role of the 

organizer is the view that the smaller the public role of 

the organizer, the greater the opportunity for the 

emergence of grass-roots leadership. It Is through the 

active participation of ordinary tenants that new 

leadership emerges, that previously untapped potential 

emerges.

On a more practical level, it is in fact more and 

more difficult for organizers to be actively involved in 

all tenant actions. Even if they were inclined to do so, 

there simply are not enough organizers and not enough



time to do all the work necessary to organize all the 

buildings in need of remedial action. Thus, since each of 

the Coal ition1s associations has an office staffed by an 

organizer plus clerical staff and volunteers, organizers 

commonly work out of these offices. Tenants in need of 

advice call up the office and/or visit the; office to talk 

to o r g a n i z e r s . While in t he early stage of t he 

Coalition’s existence, organizers took the initiative in 

organizing buildings, now it is tenants themselves that 

initiate the process. This change has occurred largely 

because local residents are now well aware of the 

Coalition’s member associations and so it is no longer 

necessary for organizers to seek out buildings to 

organize. In addition, as mentioned above, the task is 

virtually impossible for any one organizer to accomplish 

in his own.

At the point where a building is organised and 

contact has been established with a landlord, a whole 

series of potential scenarios exist, with each one 

leading to a different course of action. It is at this 

point that Coalition organizers are invaluable as sources 

of technical information to tenants groups. Due mainly to 

their extensive experience, organizers are in a position 

to advise tenants with regard to opt ions available at 

each step on the way to remedying a building's problems.
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The following represents a description of the various 

types of common scenarios that may confront a tenant 

organisation as it attempts to deal with a bui lding' s 

landlord,

Scenario One; The landlord makes needed repairs, thus 

satisfying the tenants1 demands. Tenant action will then 

typically cease until there is another problem.

Scenario T w o : The landlord refuses to meet with the

tenants, resulting in an "HP Complaint," i.e. a formal 

complaint by the tenants to the New York City Department 

of Housing Preservation and Development. This may result 

in legal action because HPD will investigate the tenants' 

complaints and, if the complaints are found to be 

legitimate, HPD will take action. First, it will require 

the landlord to remedy the problem. If the landlord does 

not, it will take him to housing court and the court will 

then hear both sides and render a decision. If the 

tenants' complaints are found to be legitimate, the judge 

will order the landlord to take remedial action, such as 

repair a roof, or fix a boiler so the tenants can have 

heat and hot water. If the landlord makes the repairs 

action will cease. But, if the landlord does not correct 

the problem, other options exist. One thing that is 

always a possibility is the landlord deciding to abandon 

his building, in which case HPD would take over the
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building and the city would be responsible for providing 

needed services.

Scenario Three: [This last scenario is particular

interest, because it is informative with regard to the 

attitude of the Coalition toward local landlords. While 

the Coalition organises tenants to fight landlords, to 

use the power of organization against the power of 

private property, the Coalition does not consider itself 

to be anti-landlord, and there is little evidence to 

contradict this. Coalition personnel, while saying that 

they are not anti-leindlord, will say that they are anti- 

slumlord, or ant i-bad-landlord. As Coalition documents 

state, it is willing to establish alliances and working 

relationships with anyone who is willing to work for the 

improvement and preservation of the northwest Bronx, 

including landlords] The tenants meet with the landlord 

and he explains to them that he does not have sufficient 

financial resources (credit and/or capital) to make the 

necessary repairs, that he is financially strapped, that 

his debt structure is such that after making his mortgage 

payment, little is left from the collection of rents for 

repairs and maintenance of the building. Another 

possibility, perhaps even more frequent, is simply that 

the landlord complains that he is not making enough money 

to make the necessary repairs, that the rent roll is not
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high enough to warrant the kind of investment demanded by 

the tenants. Yet another possibility is that the 

landlord had never intended to do even minimal 

maintenance, believing he could get away with little or 

no maintenance of t he building, but he has been 

frightened by the tenant association and has pleaded 

poverty as a way of forestalling the tenants, to avoid 

making repairs, i.e.spending money. In any case since 

the "financially strapped" landlord has shown sufficient 

good faith to at least meet with the tenants, Coalition 

o r g a n i s e r s , together with tenants, will inform the 

landlord of the wide variety of federal, state, and city 

sponsored loan and grant programs available to the 

landlord to assist him .in making needed repairs and/or 

necessary maintenance of the bui lding. * [many of these 

programs have since been curtailed by the federal 

government].

What the landlord does at this stage wi11 be a major 

test of his/her good will to tenant leaders and Coalition 

organizers. They will explain to him/her that it is in 

his/her own interest to make use of one or more of these 

programs. If the problem is his debt structure (the 

payment structure of his/her mortgage), and the mortgage 

is from one of the local banks, Coalition personnel will 

intercede for the landlord and try to convince the bank
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to give him more favorable terms, thus allowing him to 

both pay his debt and maintain the building.

In the problem is lack of capital for major 

improvements, like a  boiler or new plumbing, they will 

inform the landlord of programs like the J51, CPR, POMP, 

et.al. all of which are loan programs to help financially 

strapped landlords make necessary repairs. These loan 

programs also allow the landlord to raise rents after the 

has made the repairs, thus increasing the value of the 

rent roll.

Also possible is Sec t ion 8 monies or subsidies. 

This is a federal program of rent subsidies for those 

tenants unable to pay market level rent. Section 8 

subsidies are often used after a landlord has made 

repairs and raised the rents to a 1eve1 beyond the 

affordability of many tenants . [These subsidies are 

scarce because of Reagan budget cuts]

The above represent the various ways in which the 

coal i tion, through .i ts tenant associations, works wi th 

landlords. All the above programs increase the value of 

buiIdings,and their rent rolls, and thus permit greater 

profit for landlords, and, at t he same time, he 1 p 

preserve buiIdings, keep them in habi table condition, and 

keep the northwest Bronx a place where people can 1ive 

wi th decent and affordable housing.
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If a landlord refuses to take advantage of these 

programs and the pattern of abuse remains, then the 

landlord is viewed as operating in "bad faith" and 

"milking" the building, i . e . disinvesting or collecting 

rents and making money without properly maintaining the 

property. It is only in such a situation that the 

Coalition will begin to fight the landlord with the 

tactics that have become associated with an ant. i - 

landlord stance,e.g. rent strikes and court actions. But, 

it must be kept in mind that the goal of the Coalition is 

to save the building; if Coalition staff and tenants 

fight landlords, it is only a last resort, to prevent the 

landlord f rom destroying the bui lding, from mi Iking it 

for all its worth.65

II) Action at the Federation or Cross-Neighborhood Level:

While local grassroots organizing is perhaps the 

central endeavor of the Coali t ion and ul timately the 

c o r n e r s t o n e  of its whole operation, its cross­

neighborhood or federation level operations are more 

consequential in terms of broad based social, political, 

and economic change. It is at the federation level that 

the term "Coalition" takes on more than symbolic value

6 5 Inteviews with Coalition organizers, Marty 
C a l a v i t o ,3/4/82 ; Brenda Kollar,3/4/82; and, Felix 
Rosario,2/26/82 and 3/2/82
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and embodies the joint efforts of residents of the 

northwest Bronx united in a cross-neighborhood effort to 

preserve their communities.

The Coali t ion 1s federation-level operation deals 

with problems what transcend local areas' immediate 

spheres of interest and concern, and perhaps, more 

importantly, its abi1i ty to resolve the problem. In 

other words, the problem is such that it affects all or 

most neighborhoods of the Coalition and the source of the 

problem Is institutional or systemic, perhaps originating 

as a policy from some public agency such as the New York 

City Sanitation Department, or some large private 

institution, such as Eastern Savings Bank. Thus, whether 

the problem is in the public sphere or the private 

sphere, the critical thing is that it adversely affects 

the well being of all ox- most of the residents of the 

northwest Bronx and it is beyond the ability of a given 

neighborhood association to remedy the situation.

Another type of problem that might be dealt with at 

the federation level Is one that affects all or most of 

the associations but which is not systemic, or not rooted 

in any way to the policies of some identifiable public 

agency or private institution. An example of such a 

problem is street crime or perhaps arson. Both of these 

problems affected all of the associations of the
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Coalition, but neither of them was related to easily 

i d e n t i f i a b l e  p o l i c i e s  of a s p e c i f i c  agency or 

institution. In such a situation, while local efforts 

would be exerted at the locally oriented agency or 

institution that deals with the above named problems, 

such as the fire department or the police department, a 

broad based Coalition effort might also be used to

attempt a cross-neighborhood or federation-wide solution 

to the problem. Such an approach would involve contact 

between high level administrators of, for example, the 

fire de p ar t me nt and a Standing Committee of t h e 

Coalition. In other words, in line with the two tier

organizational approach of the Coalition, is a two tier 

approach to problem solving. If the problem is local, it 

is dealt with by the local association and its 
membership; if the problem is federation-wide and/or 

beyond the capacity of a local association to solve it, 

then It is dealt with by a Standing Committee of the 

Coalition. So to deal with the problem of crime, a local 

association might work closely with a local police 

p r e c i n c t ;  the local .association might s e t up a

neighborhood patrol and coordinate its efforts with the

local precinct commander. But, to deal with a police 

department decision to decrease the number of foot 

patrols in the northwest Bronx, a Coalition standing
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Police Department personnel and the Mayor's office. It 

is through the activities of the Standing Committees that 

the Coalition has gained its reputation as an important 

institution representing the interests of the people of 

the northwest B r o n x . I n many ways, these Standing 

Committees represent the "mobile action arm" or the 

"strike force" of the Coalition.®® When problems arise, 

it is the actions of these Committees that define the 

ethos of the Coalition. From organizing picket lines 

around "redlining" banks, to "invading" the pastoral 

serenity of speculation-interested suburban dwelling 

realtors, to 1ining up speakers at Chase Bank's annual 

s h a r e h o l d e r s '  m e e t i n g  to get bank s uppor t for 

neighborhood revitalization, the Standing Committees of 

the Coalition are action oriented and attention getting. 

These Committees are truly A1insky-1 ike in that they 

embody his words: "Organizations need action like the

body needs oxygen."®7

During the course of field work, the researcher 

observed many meetings by various Standing Committees and

In a conversation with a Coalition organizer, he 
told me that activists commonly refer to their actions as 
"hits", thus a trip to suburbia to picket the home of a 
Bronx landlord would be a "hit".

®7 A1insky,loc.ci t.p .120
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many of the subsequent actions or "hits." During the 

period 1976 to 1977, and later in 1981 and 1982, 

elaborate and well planned and directed "hits" and other 

actions were taken against local savings banks, the New 

York City Board of Education, the Department of Parks, 

the Sanitation Department, Chase Bank, and a number of 

large realtors operating in the northwest Bronx [but 

1iving in suburban and affluent Scarsdeile in Westchester 

County] . Other Commi t tee act i ons [which I did no c 

observe] were taken against insurance companies, the New 

York City Rent Board, the Exxon Corporation, local 

business firms , and other municipal and private 

inst itut ions.

While Standing Committees consist of anywhere from 

approximately ten to fifteen neighborhood residents, 

representing interested associations of the Coalition 

assisted by Coalition personnel, especially organizers, 

the number of part i c; i pan t s in the above actions ranged 

from a handful to literally hundreds of neighborhood 

residents. The largest Coalition action observed war one 

directed against the New York City Parks Department when 

approximately three hundred neighborhood residents 

attended a meeting with the city Commissioner of Parks. 

More typically however, "hits" were accomplished wi th the 

participation of approximately twenty res idents, and
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often with the same activist neighborhood residents.

Because the role of Standing Committees is so 

central to the Coali t ion1s work, later chapters will 

focus on detailed descriptions and analyses of a number 

of their actions.

Tensions Associated with the Structural Characteristics 

of the Coalition: Problems in the Negotiation of Formal

Structure

While the Coalition was established as an Alinsky- 

style grassroots community organization, in important 

ways its structure and its actual operation departed 

dramat i cal ly from the ideal of a grassroots operation. 

Furthermore, if grassroots is equated with democracy, a 

kind of bot tom-up governing system, here aga i n , the 

Coalition's mode of operation did not conform to this 

kind of model.

As stated above, local affiliate neighborhood 

associations of the coalition were understood to be 

autonomous with regard to "local" i s s u e s , issues 

affecting their own neighborhoods. Such issues had to do 

primar i1y with h o u s i n g , especially problems with 

landlords. In addition, local affiliates also dealt with 

crime, including drug abuse, parks, sanitation, etc.; 

issues having to do with what might be called the
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"quality of life." But, going beyond the local or 

community level, to the cross neighborhood or federation 

level, there it was that the Coalition and its Board of 

Directors exercised control, through its power of review. 

And, of course, Board of Director control also meant 

clergy control, especially in the early years of the 

Coalition when clergy had a clear numerical majority on 

the Board of Directors. [More recently, the clergy have 

ceased having a numerical majority, but they continue to 

exercise significant influence through their religious 

status; both Bishop Ahern and Monse i gneur McCarthy 

continue as members of the Board of Directors].

Such contro1 by the clergy- dominated Board of 

Directors was exercised bo th directly and indirectly. 

Directly, it existed because all Coalition Standing 

Committees had to have their actions approved by the 

Board. The Board wanted to know what the Committees were 

doing and had the power to veto actions that it did not 

agree with. In addition, of course, a full time 

organizer was assigned to each Standing Commi t tee, and 

organisers had to answer to the Coalition's Executive 

Director, who in turn, reported to the President of the 

Coali t ion, who pres ided over the Board of Directors ! 

Thus, centralized authority was exercised in a two fold 

process, with each Standing Committee having to report to
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the Board for approval of its actions and through the 

paid organizer, who was supervised by the Executive 

Director of the Coalition, who kept the Board abreast of 

all Committee actions.

I n addition, control was exercised indirectly, 

e s p e c i a l l y  over the local affiliated community 

associations. While ostensibly and formally autonomous 

with regard to local issues, because members of local 

associations were volunteers, with work and family 

responsibility, local associations had to depend on the 

"output" of the Coalition's paid, full time organizer 

assigned to the community. If the Board or even the 

organizer himself disagreed with an action of a local 

association, support could be withheld and it would then 

become difficult to carry out the action. In effect, the 

Board of Directors exercised indirect control over the 

local affiliates by controlling one of their most 

important resources, the paid organizer. Because the 

organizer was paid staff of the Coali tion, ul timately, 

his actions were reviewed by the Board, and not the 

affiliate. Furthermore, while affiliates had their won 

b u d g e t s ,  most r es o u r c e s  were c o n c e n t r a t e  at the 
federation level, again, by the Board of Directors. So, 

all contributions, such as foundation, corporate, and 

government grants or donations, went to the Coalition,
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or, in effect, the Board of Directors. With the monies 

it controlled the Coalition paid its staff, published its 

newsletter, hired consultants, paid traveling expenses 

for staff to attend conferences, financed its own 

conferences, and, in general, did all that it deemed 

necessary to further the interests of the) organization.

Another reason for Board control of the local 

associations was the fact that most of the associations 

affiliated with the Coalition were in fact set up by 

Coalition personnel. Though called a coalition, with the 

implication being a union of previously independent 

entities, in fact, the majority of the affiliates never 

existed as independent associations. The word coalition 

more aptly applies to the merger of clergymen and 

community, and not strictly speaking, to the merger of 

the local associations. So, here again, local affiliates 

are beholden to the coalition not only for resources 

[both human and financial], but also for their very 

existence. In effect, the "culture" of the local 

affiliates is intimately tied to that of the coal .i t ion.

One further point associated with centralized 

control is the nature of the local affiliates. While 

e a c h  of t h e m  h a d  n a m e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  the 

geographical/political areas in which they were located, 

e . g . Fordham-Bedford Community Coalition, The South
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Fordham Organization, the United Associations of Bedford 

Park, the Mosholu-Woodlawn South Community Coalition, in 

fact, practically all of them, as organizations were 

intimately tied to local parish Catholic Churches and 

their community faci1ities, especially their "centers" or 

meeting halls. Coalition organizers worked out of such 

centers, their offices were located there and all 

community meetings were held in such centers.

Thus, while the Coa 1 i t ion was formally a kind of 

umbre 11 a g roup, c o mp o s e d o f x n umbe r o f autonomous 

affiliated community associations, united under the 

auspices of a central board, in fact,it was more like one 

large centralized and hierarchical organization composed 

of a number of sub-organizations or perhaps subsidiaries, 

and dominated by a clergy-controlled Board of Directors, 

that exercised continual supervisory power over the 

activities of the whole organization.®®

While centralized authority and hierarchy are 

general characteristics of institutions of advanced 

Capitalism, especially corporate a n d governmental 

institutions, it is important to note that the Coalition 

identified itself as a grassroots organization. Clearly, 

there 1s a contradiction here. Put simply, because a

C o Not surprisingly, its structure was similar to 
that of the Catholic Church itself and its parish structure.
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voluntary organisation's membership is derived mainly 

from the citizenry at large, that is, the people of a 

community, does not in itself make it grassroots, nor for 

that matter, does this make it democratic. The term 

"grassroots democracy" is often used in political 

discourse to refer to government by the people, in a non­

elitist manner, from the bottom-up, rather than from the 

top-down. "Grassroots democracy" is often contrasted with 

elitist/oligarchic rule, which is typically top-down 

rule, as commonly exists even in so called democratic 

institutions. The Democratic Party is an example of a 

supposedly democratic institution with top-down rule 

rather than "grassroots" participation. The structure of 

the Coalition was not that of a bottom-up democratically 

run organization. While some centralization and some 

hierarchy is to be expected, and may even be? desireable, 

perhaps for purposes of coordination and efficiency, the 

power that the Coalition's Board of Directors exercised 

c e r t a i n l y  went b eyond that d e s i r e a b l e  level. 

Furthermore, since the Board was not controlled by 

g r a s s r o o t s  p e o p l e ,  but i n s t e a d  by an e l i t e  

minority, i .e.the Catholic clergymen, this was a highly 

undemocratic structure; in fact it was elitist. Thus, to 

r e i t e r a t e ,  the fact that there was grassroots 

participation in the activates of the Coalition does not
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in itself make the Coalition a grassroots organization, 

especially if grassroots is to be equated with bottom-up 

democracy. More important than simple participation is 

control, and the evidence indicates that the Coali t ion 

was not democratically run.

Grassroots Democracy versus Board of Director/Clergy 

Control

The first example of Board control came from one of

the Coalition's paid organizers, Bill F. who related an

account of an experience of another organizer:

. . . [He] wanted to picket a dinner affair, 
protesting the actions of one of the guests [a 
landlord ] with his community group. The 
coali tion, especially the clergy, told him not 
to do this. He disobeyed and picketed anyway 
and he was fired . . .

The same organizer said that on another occasion a 

community association was involved in an act ion against a 

real tor/landlord named S.; they were picketing his office 

in Westchester County [ an af fluent suburb north of the 

Bronx and New York City] The landlord, S . , called Bishop 

Ahern and other Board members to tell t hem he would 

cooperate and to call off the pi eke t ing. The Board 

members agreed, but the communi ty associat ion and its 

tenants did not and they cont inued to picket .

69 Interview with Coalition organizer, Bill Fisher, 3/10/76
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Ultimately, they were successful in getting S. to meet 

their demands.70

Both examples are instructive because they indicate 

a high degree of both Board and clergy control. Even the 

second example where we see an affiliate association 

standing up to the Board still shows the extent of 

B oard/ c l e r g y  c o n t r o l , though it is expressed as 

mediation; the landlord tried at first to deal with 

clergy rather than with the community association. In 

effect, he preferred to deal with elites, rather than the 

grassroots elements. The fact that the Board agreed, and 

was even willing to listen indicates elitism and non- 

democratic control.

A n o ther a c c o u n t  g i v e n  by the above named 

organizer/informant concerned the issue of rent control. 

He said that his community and its residents, mostly 

renters, wanted strong rent control legislation. They 

opposed all attempts to abolish rent control or its 

mod i f i cat ion. He said that he had to try to moderate 

their stand because, as he put it, "... some landlords 

are barely able to meet costs ..." When asked if the 

Coalition would support the residents in their desire for 

strong rent control laws, he said It would not, stating:

70 Interview with Coalition organizers Joe Muriano 
and Brendon McDonald, 6/17/76
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... they can't, they have to consider the
landlords; they have a broader view of
the problem, more moderate than the 71tenants ... x

Here again, we see the impact of not only the Board, 

but the clergy . When the organizer says "they can't" 

support a strong rent control law, the " they" represents 

the Board of D i rectors. Their power of review a1lows 

their "moderate" views to subvert the view and the wi 11 

of the grassroots, i.e. the tenants who are affected by 

the rising rents and the attempt by the landlords to 

abolish or at least seriously weaken New York City's rent 

control 1aws. Also significant is the subversion of the

popular will in this issue, because, the organizer will 

presumably try to block the effort by the people of his 

association to get the strong legislation they want.

On March 7, 1976 the Fordham-Bedford Community

Coa1i t i o n , a local affiliate of the Coal it ion held a 

locally sponsored meeting regarding the issue of rent 

control . This meeting was attended by over 500 people 

[ The largest community meeting I witnessed in my two 

years of research and this was not Coalition sponsored]. 

This meeting was organized by a local woman, B.K., who

probably knew as much about rent control as anyone in the

71 Interview with Bill F i s h e r , 2/10/76
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city of New York. Significantly, the Coalition was not 

involved in this action. As the local organizer put it:

. . . the Coalition did not want to get 
involved in this . . . [dealing as it did] 
with the politicians . . .72

Here again, the Coalition was backing off from an 

issue which would put it in direct conflict with elites, 

in this case, local politicians [and presumably their 

landlord contributors] who were invited by the community 

association to hear the voices of the people, the 

grassroots on this issue.

One obvious implication of all this,i.e. the Board's 

position on Coalition involvement, is that the clergymen 

on the Board tread carefully when powerful interests are 

i n v o 1v e d , or when local elites with e conomic and 

political power are invo1v e d , such as landlords and 

politicians. In those situations, where a potential 

conflict of interest arises between a local elite and the 

grassroots, it appears that the clergy dominated Board of 

Directors both mediates between the community and elites 

and moderates (or attempts to diminish) the demands of 

the community; it tries to soften their demands. Of 

course, one can also say, less charitably, that it 

sabotages them.

72 Interview with Bill Fisher, 2/10/76
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Another dramatic example of Board control and power, 

discussed a b o v e , in Chapter three , involved the

Coal it ion's Committee on Reinvestment. The Commi ttee on 

Reinvestment was engaged in a battle with another elite 

institution, local savings banks. The Committee members 

discussed the possibility of picketing the banks and/or 

ge11 ing local res ident-deposi tors to sign pledges to 

withdraw their savings if the banks refused to cooperate 

with the Committee. In this issue, Board involvement was

blatant, with Father McN. visiting the Committee, Bishop

A. joining it, and with Monseigneur McC, engaged in 

behind the scenes conversations with local bank 

p e r s o n n e l  . All of this o c c u r r e  d m u c h t o t h e

consternation of many of the Committee's members. 

Commi t tee members openly questioned the loyalty of the 

clergymen, and perhaps their moral fortitude, saying, 

"... the clergy wants a revolution without bloodshed.73

But, as was the case with the issue of rent control 
and the local landlords, when it came to conflict with 

powerful eli tes, representing dominant inst i tut ions, the 

Coalition Board of Directors and its clergymen mediated 

and moderated. The Board members used their power to 

actively involve themselves on this issue, It was almost 

a s if t h e y  w e r e  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h i s  i s s u e  of

73 Research n o t e s , January 18, 1977
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disinvestment/redlining was too Important and politically 

sensitive to be left to the Commi t tee1 s members, the 

grassroots. The Board member clergymen used their status 

to moderate the relationship between the Committee and 

the bankers, talking behind the scenes to bankers, and in 

addition, through the presence of the Bishop on the 

Committee, mediat ing the Committee's relat ionship to the 

bankers.
There remains one more example of conf 1 let and 

tension within the Coalition; this is again related to 

the issue of grassroots democracy versus Board control. 

As discussed above, once a year the coalition's by-laws 

called for an "Annual Meeting." During the Coalition's 

early years, 1976-1977, it was at these meetings that

representatives from all the Coalition's affiliated 

associations came together to discuss resolutions put 

forth by the various associations and /or Committees. 

There resolutions, once discussed, voted upon, and passed 

by the membership would become the working agenda of the 

Coalition for the coming year.

The "Annual Meeting" was perhaps the most democratic 

component of the Coalition's structure. In some ways it 

was reminiscent of the old New England Town Meeting, or 

perhaps an old time political party convention, where 

there is much handshaking and back slapping, and exchange
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of "war stories," but also serious discussion of issues 

important to the wellbeing of the citizenry.

The people who attended the "Annual Meeting" 

represented the activist core of the Coalition and its 

affiliated associations. For the December, 1975 meeting 

approximately .13 0 people attended, in December, 1976, 

close to 250 people attended, and in April, 1983, 

approximately 150 people were in attendance. When these 

meetings reached the "Resolution" part of the agenda, 

where each community association read, discussed, and 

voted to approve, amend, or reject them, there was real 

excitement and even tension in the meeting hall. There 

was no question that this aspect of the Coalition's 

structure represented grassroots participation in an 

activity that was consequential, because they were 

establishing the working agenda for the Coalition. The 

grassroots were here exercising control over their own 

destiny; this was participatory democracy.

The above notwithstanding, there were certain 

obvious shortcomings to the proceedings, most notably the 

caucuses did not have enough time to seriously discuss 

each resolution. Most resolutions had to be passed with 

little or no discussion in order to have at least some 

time for the most consequential ones. The following 

notes taken during the "Resolution" phase of the "Annual
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Meeting" captures the feverish pace, the enthusiasm, but

also the problem of insufficient time:

In the Kingsbr idge Heights caucus only 
f i v e  m i n u t e s  was g i v e n  for each 
resolution. Most were treated quickly 
w i t h  no discussion. The group was 
composed of nine women and eleven men.
It was mixed age-wise, and its racial was 
white with one exception, a black women.
Two of the community organizers sat in 
for a while saying little except to give 
b a c k g r o u n d  i n f o r m a t i o n  on va r i ous 
resolut ions. Because of the talking in 
other groups , it was difficult to hear 
all the discussion in the caucus . A 
woman walked from group to group getting 
peopl e to sign up for the Standing 
Committees. As each group caucused the 
c e n t e r [ m e e t i n g  ha 11] was literally 
bustling with activity, reaching an 
a lmos t feverish pace as the time 1 imi t 
approached. Messengers went from one 
group to another exchanging information, 
getting clarifications, agreeing, and 
disagreeing on wording, policy, or other 
pertinent questions.^

The other shortcoming was the manner in which the 

meet ing was chaired. The President of the Board of 

Directors, Monseigneur McC., one of the original founders 

of the Coalition, chaired the meeting. In the view of 

the two researcher-observers, the most apt word to 

characterize his chairman ship is "autocratic. " While 

part of the pr obi em was the previously discussed time 

1imi tat ion, Monseigneur McC. almost 1iterally ramrodded 

the agenda through, no mat ter the objection. No one

^  Research n o t e s , December 4, 1976
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openly challenged Monseigneur McC, but there was much 

grumbling. There is clearly an irony in this; on the one 

hand the meeting represented a truly democratic forum, 

but, on the other hand, the problem of Board and clergy 

domination again arises, in this case appearing as an 

autocratic leadership style, one quite common within the 

hierarchical and obedience oriented Catholic Church. A 

more democratic style of leadership would have been 

expected of an organisation purporting to be a grassroots 

organization. Furthermore, why was a clergyman chairing 

the meeting of a grassroots organization?

But, here again, the Coalition did not live up to 

its promise; clergy domination and influence was not on 

the side of democracy; it was on the side of order. And 

the meet i ng was indeed orderly, frenzied, but orderly. 

Undoubtably this was Monseigneur McC. 's concern, that 

there be discussion, but not too much; excesses were to 

be frowned upon.

Perhaps , because of the emphasis on order and 

expeditiousness, noteworthy and significant changes have 

since occurred in the overall format of the Annual 

Meeting. These changes are in the direction of greater 

centralization, hierarchy, and elitism. The sociological 

1iterature on organizations is replete with examples of 

Michels' so ca.1 led "Iron Law of 01 igarchy. " Though no



122

such "law" exists, it is clear that under certain social 

and historical conditions, there is a tendency on 

organizations toward centralization and therefore less 

and less participation by the membership and therefore 

o l i g a r c h y .  In the case of the Coalition, the

organization was never truly democratic, having been 

founded by a small group of Catholic clergymen, with the 

willing assistance of idealistic and hardworking college 

students, college graduates, and, most importantly, 

neighborhood residents, intent on improving their

condition. But, while it was never a truly democratic 

organization, its early "Annual Meeting" certainly 

represented a democrat i c structural element. Such a 

democratic element could have served as a kind of 

catalyst leading to increased democracy. For example, as 

a democratic forum, it could have led to demands for 

greater levels of participation in the decision making 

process, for greater levels of community involvement in 

the Board of Directors.

In fact, what did happen is that a change occurred

in the "Annual Meeting" which involved a clear step away

from greater democracy and toward greater centralization 

and elitist control. While the "Annual Meetings" of 1975 

and 1976 centered on the discussion of "Resolutions," by 

1983, the format of the meeting had changed radically.



123

In the 1983 version of the meeting, there was no longer 

an item on the agenda called "Resolutions," no caucus 

period, and no voting on the resolutions. By 1983, the 

membership no longer publicly reviewed the working agenda 

of the Coalition for the coming year; that aspect of the 

Coali t i o n 's agenda had presumably moved behind the 

scenes, accomplished quietly and efficiently in 

Committee.

The "Annual Meeting" became a public relations show, 

almost a media show. At the 1983 meeting, there was a 

slide show on the work of the Coal 1 tion during the 

previous year . There was also what was called a 

"Flashback and Update on Previous; Annual Meetings;. " This 

par t was reminiscent of the taped highl Ights of a TV 

sportscaster, as he reviews past victories and great 

plays, for the Coalition spokesperson did just that, he 

reviewed the past accomplishments and highlights of the 

Coalition1s history. There was also a speech by the then 

Borough President of the Bronx, Stanley Simon. Clearly, 

something had happened between 1976 and 1983.75 When the 

researcher asked one of the Coalition organizers about 

the change, he answered that the Resolution part of the 

agenda had always been too clumsy, always a problem, so

 ̂̂ The researcher also viewed a video tape of the 
1980 Annual Meeting, which was a kind of media event with 
local bankers publicly signing an agreement with the Coalition.
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it was dropped; besides, he said, this new formal made 

more sense, it allowed the meeting to run more smoothly.

No question that the 1983 meeting ran smoothly, 

without a hitch. It was a celebration of the Coalition's 

past victories and a kind of pep rally for its present 

upcoming battles. Nevertheless, the noisy, messy past 

"Annual Meetings" represented a democratic element. The 

new format represented greater centralization and 

elitism. The tension generated within the Coalition with 

the old "Annual Meeting" was resolved in the direction of 

greater elitism and c o n t r o l . The potential for 

stimulating democracy was extinguished in favor of order, 
efficiency, and expeditiousness. The organizational 

culture established through the clergy had become even 

more dominant than it was previously.

Finally, with greater centralization and elite 

control , with less and less opportunity for ordinary 

people to participate in orgemizational decision making, 

the Coa 1 i t i on be came less and less like a social 

movement and more and more 1 ike an interest group. As 

Ronald Lawson notes in his book, The Tenant Movement in 

New York City, 1904-1984, " The evolution of strategies

... has been transforming tenant activism from a movement
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toward an Interest group."76 In the book, Social 

Movement of the Sixties and Seventies, editor Jo Freeman 

writes that:

... interest g r o u p s [ 1] ... primary
characteristic is a wel1-developed and stable 
organization often impervious to spontaneous 
demands from their members.
. . . social movements . . . exhibi t noticeable 
spontaneity and a describable structure, even 
if a formal organization is lacking. ... It is
in the t e n s i o n  between spontaneity and 
s t rue ture that gives a social movement its 
peculiar flavor. When one dominates the other, 
what may . . . once rhave been a social movement, 
is something else.^

The evolution of the Coalition from being part of a 

social movement wi th at least elements of spontanei ty, 

[as will be seen in its campaigns against the city 

sanitation and parks departments and against local banks] 

to being an interest group was not an inevi table 

development, as a Mi che1sian analysis might indicate. 

Nevertheless, the history of the Coali t ion with its 

founding by the charismatic, action oriented Paul Brant, 

and with a central role given to t rad i t i ona 1 and 

generally non-democratic Catholic clergymen certainly 

made it difficult to maintain even elements of democracy. 

Also important here is the general lack of a clearly

76 Ronald Lawson, The Tenant Movement in New York 
City (New Brunswick, New Jersey,1986)p.270

77 Jo Freeman (ed.), Social Movements of the Sixties 
and Seventies (New York: Longman,1983),pp.1-2
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formulated democratic ideology, one placing a strong

emphasis on participation. In Brant, the orientation was

not so much shared democratic participation as action, or

mass protest. His emphasis was on getting the job done,

on doing, and perhaps, for practical reasons, mobilizing

people to do it, but he did not emphasize democratic

participation in organizational decision making. The same

was generally true of the men that ran the organization

after Paul Brant left in 1975, within a year after its

founding. Clergymen like Monseigneur McC. were well

intentioned but traditional and often authoritarian. If

there was an ideology it was "A! i risky i sin, " with its

emphasis on action and power. But, while emphasizing

popular participation:

... the A1insky approach ... is to 
organize and mobilize people "as they 
are," without any conscious ideology 
...[therefore] the churches became the 
basic ally for mobilizing people ...[but] 
without challenging the structurally 
dominant interests or the 
institutionalized values

he insisted that the goals, direction, 
and focus had to come from the people 
themselves ........................ 78

But, while such a view appears to be the most 

democratic of perspectives, in fact, it opens up and/or

78 M a n u e l  C a s t e  1 1 s ,  T h e  C i t y  a n d  t h e  
Grassroots(Berkley: U. of California Press,1983)p .62



allows for traditional methods of control to be used to 

basically steer the direction of an organization as an 

elite  gro u p  or l e a d e r s h i p  core desires. Also, 

understanding the Alinsky "non-ideology" helps to 

understand the clergy's difficulties with the campaign 

against the banks and the reticence of many of them to 

accept the "radical" action that the Committee on 

Reinvestment was planning to take. By the early 1980s, 

evidence indicates that the seeds of oligarchic rule that 

had been planted at the Coalition’s founding were taking 

root and becoming more firmly established. The Coalition 

was becoming more and more 1 ike an interest group, 

dominated by an elite core of communi ty leaders and 

clergymen.
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Chapter Four 

The Coalition and Racial Transition

By the time the Coalition was established in late

19 7 3, the northwest Bronx was already known as a 

"neighborhood in transition." In the vernacular of the 

period this meant that the neighborhood was changing

racially and/or ethnically. The South Bronx had changed 

and the northwest Bronx was changing. Whites were moving 

out and blacks and Latinos, mostly Puerto Ricans, were 

moving in. While this was a racial and ethnic change in 

populat ion, it was also a change in terms of social 

class. The whites moving out were overwhelmingly working

to middle class, while the minori ties moving in were

overwhelmingly poor, of ten on public assistance, and 

working class. While the Coalition focused its attention 

on neighborhood preservation and stabi1ization, on saving 

the area's rapidly deteriorating housing stock, and on 

improving the delivery of needed services, underlying al1 

of this effort was the problem of race and racial 

transition.

On page 131 there is a map of the northwest Bronx 

indi cating census tracts. The heavy black 1 ine across 

the center of the map represents Fordham Road, the 

commercial hub of the northwest Bronx and the symbolic
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dividing line between the still stable northern area and 

the rapidly deteriorating southern area. In addition, 

the northern area was overwhelmingly white, while the 

southern area was predominately black and Latino. For the 

purpose of examining demographic change, the shaded 

census tracts were selected based on the following 

criteria: to correspond to my field work, for a good

north of Fordham Road-South of Fordham Road mixture, and 

to have at least one tract for each of the Coalition's 

neighborhood organizations. The table on page 132 is 

based on 19 60, 1970, and 1980 federal census data for

each of the selected tracts. It includes data on total 

population and the number of blacks and latinos living in 

each of the selected census tracts for each census year.

The comparative census data indicates an obvious 

pattern of racial and ethnic transition. During each ten 

year period there has been dramatic increases in the 

minority population for each census tract. For the 

tracts south of Fordham Road the dramatic changes began 

to occur between 1960 and 1970, and for those north of 

Fordham Road racial change has been most significant 

between 1970 and 1980. The clear trend of course was a 

south to north movement of blacks and especially latinos. 

As discussed above, they were migrating north to escape 

the conditions in the south Bronx. Also worth noting is
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the fact that although transition was occurring north of 

Fordham Road, the tracts to the north were overwhelming 

white. Overall, the percentage of minorities living north 

of Fordham Road was under 25% and in some neighborhoods, 

in was much less than that.

Nonetheless, based on the above, it was clear that 

the northwest Bronx was an area that was going through 

the all too common urban syndrome of racial and ethnic 

transition. This was not of course unique to the 

northwest Bronx; it was a well established pattern, well 

documented in the sociological literature and experienced 

in urban areas throughout the United States during the 

twent ieth century, but especial ly during the 1960s and 

1970s.

Coal i tion personnel were we 11 aware of the race 

problem. Two important members of the Coalition, one the 

president of a local association and the other a paid 

organizer, said in a 1975 interview, 79 that the central 

issue in the communi ty w a s , at bottom, that of race. 

This was mainly true for the areas north of Fordham Road 

which,in 1975, were still predominantly white but rapidly 

changing.

79 Interview with Bill Fisher, Coalition organizer, 
and Mary Ann Rheinthal ler, President of the Fordham- 
Bedford Community Coalition, 11/8/75.
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A reporter for the New York Daily News, doing a

story on the Coalition, wrote in its Sunday magazine on

November 28, 1976, that the goal of the Coalition was:

... to halt the decline of neighborhoods 
south of Fordham Road . . . where housing 
decay was reaching epidemic proportions 
and to s t a b i l i z e  the white-ethnic 
populations of the northern neighborhoods 
... where conditions were still good.®®

The reporter was referring to a reality almost taken 

for granted by cocilit ion personnel and local residents of 

the northwest Bronx in the mid 1970s. This reality was 

that south of Fordham Road had already changed, i.e. it 

was already a minority area,, and one that was physically 

deteriorating at a start!ingly rapid pace. To white 

residents of the northwest Bronx, the relationship 

between the growing minority population and physical 

deterioration was a causal one, i.e. minorities came and 

destroyed the: neighborhood.

When the two i m p o r t a n t  Coalition personnel 

identified race as the central issue: of the community, 

they were referring to the mainly white residents of the 

northwest Bronx who 1 .i ved north of Fordham Road. In 

effect, the Coalition was operating in an area where the 

majority of its residents were white and where most of 

them perceived race as the central issue. The reporter

8° New York Daily News 1o c .c i t .
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who wrote the Sunday Daily News story was right on target 

when he said the goals of the Coalition were different 

south of Fordham Road than they were north of Fordham 

Road. South of Fordham Road was minority dominant and 

deteriorating; north of Fordham Road was white dominant 

and generally stable. While these neighborhood 

differences within the northwest Bronx necessitated a 

different strategy for each area, those differences also 

created a tension within the coalition that was never 

resolved, nor openly dealt with. U11 innately, this tension 

was over the issue of race.

An examp 1 e of how the north-south split was an

under lying and divisive issue within the Coalition was

exemplified in an article that appeared in the St. Phi1ip

Neri parish bulletin in 1975 [this was a parish

approximately one mile north of Fordham Road]. The

bulletin was issued each week by Catholic Churches in the

n o r t h w e s t  Bronx and contained announcements and

informat ion pertaining to both rel igious and communi ty

matters. It was normally issued to parishioners after

Sunday services. In 1975, one such Sunday bulletin

contained an article which read as follows:

D o n ' t Make a Move without cal ling The 
Rectory. It would be a terrible violation 
of the truth to say that people are 
moving out of the neighborhood in great 
numbers. This vicious rumor must be 
squashed. When people move they are not
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necessarily running away. There are many 
and varied reasons for moving ... 81

Without saying so, the article was clearly about 

what was commonly called "white flight." Even though 

there was no direct reference to the problem of race or 

racial change, there were assuredly few people in the 

northwest Bronx of the 19 7 0s who wou 1 d not have 

unders tood the underlying message of the article. It 

would have been very clear to parishioners that the 

Church was trying to convince people not to move, and in 

the northern section of the northwest Bronx, this 

referred mainly to white residents. Regarding the north- 

south divis ion in the nor thwes t Bronx, reflected in 

different Coalition strategy for each area, it was Paul 

Brant himse 1 f who in 1973 wrote in a early summary 

statement of what the goals of the new organization would 

be:

The bas I c idea we have I s to involve 
people who want to stay In the Bronx- 
get them to make a s tand —  draw an 
imaginary Maginot line across the strip 
between Burnside - 180th and Fordham Road 
- refuse to let deterioration advance 
beyond that . . .fix up where it has 
already crossed the 1ine ... 82

In the same Coalition summary Brant wrote:

81 The St. Phi 1 ip Neri Parish Bulletin, 1975

82 NWBCCC Files, 1973
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Our rhetoric will be that of community stabilization
-- not racism...........

Based on the above, it is clear that Paul Brant's 

idea is to focus Coali t i on efforts on "neighborhood 

stabilization" and to use a "neighborhood stabi1ization" 

rhetoric or language, and not racist language. The 

avoidance of racist rhetoric is Brant's way of saying 

that the stabilization effort is in no way a racist
P Oeffort.0- Nevertheless, the subject of racism arose in 

the first place becari.se the issue of race was a relevant 

one in the northwest Bronx of the 1970s. The so called 

"Maginot Line' strategy itself , while naive and 

indicating an ignorance of both the real estate industry 

and free market Capitalism, is also open to question 

because the line separating deteriorated from non­

deteriorated also separated the predominantly black and 

Hispanic area from the predominantly white area.

Furthermore, there were signs that the white 

population north of Fordham Road was developing a seige 

mentality, signs that the area north, of Fordham Road was 

becoming, as Gerald Suttles described in this book, The

Social Construction of Communities ,__  a "defended

neighborhood", i.e.:

®^ it is my view that the Coalition and Brant were 
not trying to hide a racist strategy by avoiding racist 
rhetoric. There is no evidence of this.
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. . . one that . . . seals itself off [1] 
thr o u g h  the e f f o r t s  of delinquent 
gangs,[2] by restrictive covenants,[3] by 
sharp boundaries or [4] by a forbidding 
reputation. 84

S u t t l e s  , thus, outlines four ways in which 

neighborhoods defend themselves, or keep out people the 

residents define as undesirable, which typically means 

members of minority groups, especially blacks and 

Latinos. Based on this definition, at least some of the 

white residents living north of Fordham Road were 

behaving in ways that would cillow for the application of 

Suttles' term, "defended neighborhood." Furthermore, the 

Coalition itself was at least indirectly implicated in 

some of these developments.

We will proceed by showing how the? northwest Bronx 

began to appear like a "defended neighborhood." This 

will be done by taking each point in the definition and 

examining its relation to the situation in the northwest 

Bronx. Following this, we will indicate how the 

Coalition dealt with this situation and the problems it 

encountered in doing so.

84 Gerald Suttles, The Social Construction of 
Communities
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972)p .21
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Point One: A Defended Neighborhood is One that Seals
Itself Off Through the Efforts of Delinquent Gangs

During the month of October,1975, a murder was

committed in the Fordham-Kingsbridge Heights area. The

murder was widely reported in New York City newspapers,

and it appeared to toe a racially motivated killing.

Three black youths attacked and stabbed a white youth on

a cross town bus going through the neighborhood. The

white youth was of Irish descent and from the immediate

neighborhood, Peter Rosenbaum, the President of the

Kingsbr idge Heights Neighborhood Association at that

time, said of the incident:

The hideous a f termath of that was that 
mobs of Irish kids attacked any black 
whom they would see. They pulled people 
out of restaurants who were eating. They 
waIked a 1ong Sedgewick Avenue and any 
place, any black whom they would see, any 
place . . . where they knew the owner of 
the place was black, they'd s tone the 
house ...85

11 would be a distortion to say that this one 

incident was characteristic of how all white youths 

perceived blacks, but It is indicative of real tension 

that existed between the two racial groups. It was very 

common to hear white residents, both young and old, talk 
in pejorative terms of the blacks and Latinos moving into

88 Interview with Peter Rosenbaum, President of the 
Kingsbridge Heights Neighborhood Association, 1976
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the neighborhood. Residents commonly talked of how nice 

the neighborhood used to be, before "they" started to 

move in. The violence of the white youths against "any 

black whom they would see " was surely viewed by those 

youths as justifiable revenge, but it also indicated a 

deep seeded racial tension, one existing long before the 

murder of the white youth.

Furthermore, regarding Suttles' first point in his 

definition of "defended neighborhood," it is clear that 

this k i nd o f b e  ha v i o r by wh i t e you t hs , t hough not 

formerly gang youths, would have the effect of keeping 

more blacks from moving into the neighborhood. It could 

of course also lead to an escalation of violence, if for 

example blacks youths began to counter-retaliate.

The Coalition and its member association in 

Kingsbridge Heights, did indeed respond to this incident, 

in a number of ways. After the Incident occurred, the 

local Coali t ion organizer related how the association 

planned a rally to protest the killing of local youth. 

Bishop Ahern, Vicar of the Northwest Bronx, and member of 

the Board of Directors of the Coalition (who was 

coincidently housed in the parish where the incident 

occurred) vetoed the action because he felt there would 

be too much risk of violence. Bishop Ahern also went 

into the streets and talked to the local youths who were
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attacking black kids in the streets. He and the local 

parish priests of Our Lady of Angels Church also used the 

Sunday pulpit to re-establish calm in the neighborhood.

So, did the neighborhood fit Suttles' definition of 

a "de fended neighborhood?" While the answer cannot be 

given in a definitive way, it is clear that tensions 

between white youths and in-coming blacks ran high. Both 

white youths and the adult population certainly felt 

threatened by the inf 1 u x of minorities i n f o t h e 

n e i g h b o rhood , and evidence 1 ike that g:iven above , 

certainly indicates that they were capable of collective 

action which would heive the effect of discouraging 

further in-migration . So, the answer to the above 

question would be a qualified, "yes." There was good 

reason to say that quasi-gang activity was present which 

would serve to discourage blacks from feeling comfortable 

in the neighborhood. The actions of the Kingsbri dge 

Heights youth would indeed have the effect of sealing off 

the neighborhood from "encroachment" by minority people.

Of course, Kingsbr idge Heights is not the only 

neighborhood in the northwest Bronx. Nevertheless, there 

is evidence that other neighborhoods and their youth were 

acting in ways similar to Kingsbridge Heights. The 

Belmont neighborhood area and the Vi 1 lei Avenue area of 

Bedford Park were generally known as areas where Italian-
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American youth were active in their "protecting" of their 

neighborhoods from minority youth. The Belmont area was 

known as a very safe neighborhood, but it was also a 

neighborhood where there was an inordinate number of 

racially motivated incidents, typically involving local 

youth and black or Hispanic p a s s e r s b y . Thus, in 

neighborhoods throughout the northwest Bronx there was 

act ivity resembling the gang activity that Suttles 

identified as part of what he ca 1 led "the defended 

neighborhood."

Point Two: The Defended Neighborhood is one that Seals
Itself Off by Restrictive Covenants

The term "restrictive covenant" generally refers to 

individual, group, or institutional efforts to restrict 

the entrance of unwanted Individuals into a neighborhood. 

Since this kind of action is generally illegal (and can 

no longer be written into any 1 ega1 document as a 

condition of sale or rent), such covenants are usually 

carried out informally, through real estate practices 

such as racial steering (i.e. directing minority house or 

apartment seekers only to minority areas) or simply the 

refusal of owners or their agents to rent to minorities, 

us ing various subterfuges, with the most obvious being 

the lie, e.g. "there are no vacant apartments," or "the 

apartment was just rented." While such actions can lead
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to legal actions by the suspicious housing seeker, most 

house or apartment seekers are deterred by such simple 

tact ics and so such informal restrictive covenants, 

practiced on a widespread basis, can be very effective in 

keeping minorities out of a neighborhood.

Based on research conducted in a sample of apartment 

buiIdings in the Fordham-Bedford area in the mid-1970s, 

what appeared to be happening was not the development of 

restrictive covenants but instead their breakdown. In 

other words, one reason why the northwest Bronx was for 

so long, practically speaking, an all white neighborhood, 

was that owners of buildings and their agents would not 

rent apartments to blacks or hispanics. In interviews of 

bui lding superintendents, it was found that they were 

given definite orders by their employers not to rent to 

minorities. One super related how In the 1960s, again 

when the neighborhood was, as they say, "lily white," she 

refused an "under-the -table" payment of $500 offered by 

a black woman to rent her an apartment. The super said 

she refused because her job was more important than the 

$500 payment.85

By the 1970s , however, significant changes had 

occurred in the real estate marke t a f fecting the

86 Interviews with local building superintendents, 
1975-1976



attitudes of owners toward minority rentals and sales. 

Perhaps foremost among the changes that had occurred in 

the northwest Bronx real estate market was that fewer and 

fewer white people wanted to live there. The original 

lack of "white demand" had little or nothing to do with 

race, because the decline in demand appears to have begun 

in the 1960s, along with the decline in the area's 

population. The majority of census tracts in the 

northwest Bronx, in the areas north of Fordham Road, 

showed a decline in population between 1960 and 1970. 

[and at the time there were few minorities living the 

this area]. With a declining population, it became more 

and more difficult to rent apartments to white residents. 

A super related how in the early 1970s, the owner of his 

building had to resort to advertising a vacancy in a city 

newspaper. Previously, advertising was unnecessary 

because there was always a list of people waiting for 

apartments. Without a list of potential renters, the 

owner was forced to go public. Much to the owner's 

chagrin however, most of the people who answered the ad 

were black and Latino. Thus, white demand was weak, and 

minority demand was strong. Minorities were moving 

n o r t h ,  out t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  areas of heavy 

concentration, i . e . the South Bronx and Harlem. In the 

late 1960s and early 1970s, as the South Bronx began to
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collapse, with increasing rates of abandonment, arson, 

crime, and drug addiction, thousands of black and 

hispanic "refugees" came north seeking decent and 

affordable housing. In terms of mairket conditions alone, 

the weak demand by whites, coupled with the strong demand 

by minorities, should have created a situation that would 

inevitably lead to racial transi t ion.

In fact, however, the market was not the sole factor 

af feet ing rentals and hous i ng sales in the northwest 

Bronx. I f the market were the sole determinant of 

rentals and sales, based on the above cited research, the 

area would have "turned over" or changed racially much 

more rapidly than it did. Instead, social or non­

economic f ac tors p 1ayed a key role in apar tment 

distribution. Apartments were not rented on a first come, 

first serve basis; they were? rented on the basis of 

ascription, specifically of race and ethnicity. Twenty 

blacks and Latinos could be waiting for an apartment, but 

the first white person to want it would get it. So, even 

in the early 1970s, when white demand for apartments in 

the northwest Bronx was down, restrictive covenants 

prevented rapid turnover of the area north of Fordham 

Road. What happened instead was a kind of selective 

turnover, one where reluctant landlord, little by little, 

began to yield their 1i v i ng space to minority tenants.
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Little by little, the market was allowed to reign 

supreme, but only after landlords could find no whites to 

fill their vacant apartments. If was only then that 

"their hands were tied," and then that they had to yield 

to the market and rent to "undesirables." The first 

areas to go were the fringe or marginal areas of the 

northwest Bronx, the areas where the poorer whites had 

lived, the areas with the least attractive buildings and 

apartments. These were often pre-World War II, five story 

"walk-ups," buildings without elevators. And in those 

buildings themselves, it was usually the fourth or fifth 

story apartments that were the first to be rented to 

minority tenants, for these were the hardest to rent even 

in the best of times.

By the mid-1970s, minority tenancy was widespread 

throughout the northwest Bronx, with most of the minority 

tenants being hispani c s , usually Puerto Ricans. The 

highest concentration of minorities was generally, as 

stated above, in the least desirable buildings and areas 

of the northwest Bronx, e.g. along Sedgewick, at the 

bottom of the hill, near Webster and Decatur, along "the 

el" train on Jerome, but also in old five story walk-ups, 

wherever they were, e.g. on the Grand Concourse, on 

Jerome, Webster, or Decatur Avenues.
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Another factor in the transition process that 

relates to the market and its relation to change were the 

p o l i c i e s  of the New York City Hum a n  Resources 

Administration [HRA], otherwise known as the Welfare 

Department. Because it was often difficult for 

HRA to find apartments for its indigent clients and its 

difficulties were well known to the real estate industry 

in New York City, HRA often paid well above market rents 

for its clientele. In general, HRA difficulties in 

placing welfare tenants were due to two factors. The 

first is racism, since most welfare recipients in New 

York City in the 1970s were minorities, and the second 

has to do with the clientele themselves. Though not true 

of most indigent clients, It was the case that some 

welfare families were problem ridden, and were often very 

destructive tenants. They were destructive in ways that 

often made life difficult for other tenants in their 

buildings, because? of such behaviors as: non-supervision

of their children, making too much noise, drinking or use 

of illegal substances, and criminal behavior. Putting a 

large number of welfare families into one building was a 

situation tailor made for problems. In a building with 

fifty families, even a few problem r idden households 

could seriously disrupt life for a large number’ of 

people.
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Because of these difficulties, HRA had great 

difficulty in finding suitable housing for its clients. 

But, when HRA found a landlord who was willing to rent 

to welfare tenants, such buildings often became dumping 

grounds for welfare fami 1ies s ince the supply of such 

buildings was never up to the demand. This meant that 

there were buildings throughout the northwest Bronx which 

were 1iterally crowded with welfare tenants. There was 

no plan for the placement of such tenants; the who 1 e 

process was dependent on the willingness of landlords to 

admit welfare tenants. Their incentive was of course 

economic,and in the northwest Bronx real estate market of 

the 1970s, this was a powerful incentive indeed. In 

fact, the economic incentive was for many landlords 

stronger than their desire not to rent to minorities. 

Thus, many landlords realized that they could no longer 

keep out minority tenants, so having made the decision to 

rent to them, for those who were more desperate or 

perhaps greedy, it was not difficult to realize that they 

could m ake a kill! n g by renting to the welfare 

department. Thus, some buildings might have one or two 

welfare families, but others would be filled with them, 

i.e.the welfare dumping ground. Such landlords made money 

hand over fist.
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Significant here is the way in which market forces 

interact with social forces to affect the pattern of 

demographic change. While market forces alone (e.g. 

supply and demand) can lead to racial transition, in the 

northwest Bronx, the market interacted with social forces 

to significantly affect, and in this case sabotage, the 

operation of the market. It was only when the restrictive 

covenants that guided the behavior of landlords in their 

dealings with potential clientele no longer allowed them 

to make sufficient profits that their hand was forced, so 

to speak. It was only then that they began to rent to 

minority tenants, and some of these landlords, perhaps 

the neediest or the greediest or both, deliberately 

sought to rent their apartments to welfare tenants 

because this was a lucrative endeavor. So, here we have 

the intersection of economics, politics [the operation of 

a government agency], and social forces interacting to 

affect the pat tern of change in a neighborhood.

Summarizing, it appears that what was happening in 

the northwest bronx in the mid-1970s was not the 

development of restrictive covenants, but instead, their 

breakdown. In effect, while it appears to be true that 

northwest Bronx neighborhoods began to develop a seige 

mentality, that of Suttles' "defended neighborhood," the 

seige men tali ty did no t result in the initiation of
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restrictive covenants, but resulted from their demise. It 

was restrictive covenants that allowed the northwest 

Bronx to remain a white neighborhood in the first place. 

The operation of the market forced the hand of landlords, 

leading them to abandon their use of res trict ive 

covenants and to pay heed to the priority of economic 

survival. Unfortunately, many of these same landlords 

were Motivated by economic incentive associated with a 

certain type of market, one catering to greed and 

unscrupulous behavior. So, many of these landlords, while 

renting to minorities, whether through HRA or on their 

own, also begem to neglect their buildings and, in the 
jargon of the times, to mi Ik them, to collect rents but 

to make no repairs, This was commonly a prelude to 

abandonment.

Coalition Response:

While landlord initiated restrictive covenants may 

have been breaking down, there was open discussion within 

the Coalition and among significant numbers of its 

membership for the establishment of tenant-initiated 

screening programs and apartment referral services. In 

fact, by 1976 at least two of the associations north of 

Fordham Road had set up apartment referral services. 

Apartment referral services performed basically the same
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function as real estate brokers except that no fee was 

charged and it was operated informally with referrals 

done by word of mouth. Furthermore, it was generally 

understood that people referred to the service were "the 

right kind of people." In effect, the associations which 

ran such services were working closely with cooperative 

landlords who would inform the service of a vacancy. The 

service would then take names from the list to fill the 

vacancy. The names for the list came from referrals 

supplied by the local tenant association membership. Of 

course, It was understood that It was in the self 

interest of tenants to recommend only good people, or 

people who would make good tenants and good neighbors. 

Important here is that the apartment referral service was 

also an informal screening device, a way in which a 

community association could have some control over "in­
movers . "87

Regarding the problem of restrictive covenants, 

there is some evidence that at least one of the services 

was in fact engaging in, not landlord initiated 

restrictive covenants, but instead tenant or perhaps 

community association ini tiated restrictive covenants.

Comple te control, of course, is not possible 
under free market conditions. See Harvey Molotch, 
Managed Integration, (Berkeley: University of California
Press,' 1972)'.......
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Where the old type of restrictive covenant system was 

breaking down due to changing market conditions, a new 

system was being set up, due to those same market 

conditions. The new system weis a kind of "white 

pipeline," a kind of racist underground railroad, set up 

to steer whites to apartments and screen-out minorities.

Of course, the referral service was not a secret 

endeavor, people in the neighborhood were generally aware 

of its existence. It was "advertised" or described as 

something being done to keep out destructive tenants, 

people who were bad for a neighborhood. If landlords 

c o m p 1 alned that they didn't have time to scree n 

prospective tenants [something landlords commonly said in 

response to tenant accusations that they were renting to 

anybody] that they had to fill the vacancies in order to 

keep above water in a difficult market, the community 

association could tell the landlord that it would supply 

him with good tenants to fill those vacancies. This was 

not a blatantly racist endeavor, but there is evidence 

that race) was involved in the screening process. Research 

on this issue uncovered at least one woman with a Latino 

last name seeking an apartment, who was told that there 
were none, when in fact there were. Another case involved 

a Coalition organizer, who was helping a minority person 

f  ind an apartment . When he asked the woman who was
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person, the woman responded, "Don't you think that 

building has enough minorities in it already.?"®® 

C 1 ear 1 y , race and ethnicity were being used to reject 

some tenants and/or place others in "service-decided 

locations. This of course is a type of racial steering, 

or perhaps si type of quota system.

The other type of measure, i.e. formal tenant

screening, as would be used by some arrangement involving

landlord, broker, and/or tenants or some combination of

the three, was openly discussed by various associations

and was actually a formal proposition at the coalition's

1976 Annual Meeting. The proposition read as follows:

Resolution #1, on Real Estate Brokers to 
be presented by S.E. of Forham-Bedf ord 
Community Coalition.
Whereas the State of New York has stated 
that " the real estate broker occupies a 
position of trust and confidence in his 
dealings with the public", and whereas 
real estate brokers have a 1 ega 1 and 
moral responsibility to 1) serve both 
t enants and landlords in order to 
preserve our existing housing stock, and 
2) protect human rights and private 
property; and whereas community groups in 
the Fordham-Bedford and Bedford Park 
areas are currently negotiating with 
J . 3 . , a real estate agent in the 
Northwest Bronx , to reach an agreement 
acknowledging that responsibility,
Therefore, we resolve that the NWBCCC 
move to have all real estate brokers

p p Informal conversation with Coalition organizer,
Joe Muriano, 2/23/82
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affecting the Coalition areas acknowledge 
and accept through written agreements 
their responsibility to the community, 
tenants and landlords. The agreements 
shall outline specific programs for the 
m a i n t e n a n c e  a n d  p r e s e r v a t i o n  of 
integrated housing stock, and should 
include the following stipulations:
1 ) The real estate brokers will not 
include apartments and/or buildings with 
numerous or hazardous violations; 2) The 
real estate brokers will not work for or 
with landlords cited by HD A , landlord- 
tenant court and/or the Neighborhood 
Assoc iat ions for not maintaining their 
buildings;3) The real estate brokers will 
maintain or establish a tenant screening 
process and shall reveal the process to 
the NWBCCC. 89

Twenty-seven propositions were reviewed, voted on, 

and passed by the Coalition membership at the 1976 Annual 

Meeting. All except Proposition #1, above, passed with 

little or no debate; Proposition #1 caused a furor!

The overall intent of the proposition was to deal 

with the physical deterioration of housing (stipulations 

#1 and # 2 ) and undesirable, destructive tenants 

(stipulation #3) . With stipulations one and two the 

Coalition was attempting (using the high moral tone of a 

state issued document) to directly control the actions of 

real estate brokers and indirectly, the actions of 

landlords. Put simply, the Coalition wanted brokers and 

landlords to be interested in more than profits, to 

cons i de r more than the bottom line when renting

89 NWBCCC files, Third Annual Meeting, 1976
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apartments and/or engaging in the real estate business. 

The Coalition wanted both brokers and landlords to be 

socially responsible in their business act ivi t ies; they 

wan ted them to be responsive to the needs of the 

residents of the Northwest Bronx; they wanted them to 

have an interest in long term stability rather than a 

short term market killing. For the Coalition, the short 

term killing meant renting to anyone, simply seeking the 

fastest and highest return on investment (which would 

eventually and almost inevi tah 1 y 1 ead to physic;a 1 

deterioration of the building and eventual abandonment).

Stipulations one and two were apparently acceptable 

to all; the same could not be said of stipulation #3, 

which turned out to be a highly divisive issue, one that 

brought to the surface within the coalition the 
unresolved and smoldering issue of race.

At the Annual Meeting, when the proposition f irst 

came up for a vote, one of the membership requested that 

the vote be postponed in order to amend the resolution. 

Monseigneur McC. , chairing the meeting, grudgingly 

permitted the postponement. Following a vote on 

Resolution #16, the Chair returned to Resolution #1 and a 

protracted and emotionally charged debate ensued about 

Stipulation #3: "The real estate brokers will maintain or
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establish a tenant screening process and shall reveal 

that process to the NWBCCC."

The controversy centered on the nature of the 

screening process. The following are field notes taken 

during the debate:

H.S. of the Mosholu-Woodlawn South Association: "... the

wording and content is not made clear . . . we will not 

support it ... we propose that [the section] be stricken

S.B. of the Fordham-Bedford Community Coa 1 .ition[Chairman 

of the Standing Commi 11ee on Hous ing and one of the 

authors of the resolution] : " .... we understand the

confusion ... we didn't define ...[what we meant] ... now 

we have rewritten it ...[to read] ....'real estate 

brokers will establish a screening process that will not 

discriminate on the basis of race, sex, or age and will 

try to maintain the quality of life in the building.'"

J.M. of the Kingsbridge Heights Neighborhood Association: 

[Opposing even the new re-wording]: [He said he favored

striking the phrase from he resolution] ... [because] the 

record of real estate brokers is so discriminatory . . . 

and against people who have fought the landlord ... even



156

if they don't discriminate [on the basis of race] ... 

[still] any one who has fought their landlord can be 

. . . [blackballed] . . . [allowing them to use a screening 

process] ... will give people who are out to destroy our 

neighborhood more power ..."

D.B.of the United Associations of Bedford Park: A

Co_author of the resolution and a member of the Standing 

Committee on Housing:

" ... we know it's controversial ... we are on the verge

of reaching an agreement with one broker ... we feel that 

a screening process is necessary ... in terms of [weeding 

out] undesirable tenants and we've made it clear it .isn't 

[a question of] race ...[that's why we put in the phrase 

'a screening process that will not discriminate on the 

basis of race, sex, or age'] . . . [but] we do not want 

those who have done damage or arson to buiIdings . . . 

until we go on record with brokers that we want only 

decent people, we cannot come to grips with this problem 

... we are not talking about racism ... "

Another speaker said, "... I believe are untrustworthy

. . . we are asking a whole coalition to put its support 

for this ... a tenant screening process is a problem 

. . .[the meaning of ] undesirable tenant is a problem ...
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[in some sense] ... all of you are undesirable tenants 

... I move we delete number three ..."

S.E. of the FBCC AND Chairman of the Standing Committee 

on Housing: "...we are dealing with S. .... he sends in

people for blockbusting . . . he sends in bad people 

de 1 .iberately . . . the only way to stop it is to keep a 

screening process ... "

A man from University Heights then spoke, saying that the 
Bronx Board of Real tors backs this. He added that there 

are too many " loopholes" in it and that it should first 

be thoroughly examined.

At that point the Chairman, Msgr. McC. asked that 

the concerned parties meet to discuss the issue further 

for the purpose of reeiching some kind of agreement. 

Approximately ten to fifteen members got up and went to 

the back of the ha 11 to at tempt to come up with a new 

resolution acceptable to all. At this caucus the members 

met around small table and , while standing u p , 

discussed the varying points of view. A black woman from 

south of Fordham Road related how their building had 

serious problems with bad tenant. The tenant association

Research notes, December 4, 1976



pressured the landlord to allow the tenants to screen 

prospective renters. He gave in and she said the building 

no longer has such problems. She favored some kind of 

tenant controlled screening process. In opposition, J.M. 

said that tenant screening, even screening without 

interference by brokers, was problemat ical because in 

areas and/or buildings which are not racieilly integrated 

tenants can use the screening process to discriminate 

against minorities. A black man who identified himself 

as a real estate broker said he was against allowing 

brokers to screen. He said that knowing the business 

inside and out he too felt brokers could not be trusted 

to do the s c r e e n i n g  p r o c e s s fairly a n d w ith o ut 

discriminating ... 5.B. and D.B. [Co-Authors of the

original proposal] continued to argue for some sort of 

screening process . They felt that the deletion of the 

phrase from the resolution would weaken their position in 

the current negotiations with 3. [ the realtor]. They 

attempted to again,reword the resolution so as to mollify 

t h e o pp o s i t i on . A man f r oin The Mur r i s Heights 

Organization, T.P. felt that even with rewording the 

whole process was questionable and he favored deletion. 

Ultimately a kind of compromise was reached. It was 

decided to strike #3 from the resolution with the 

understanding that the Real Estate Committee would work
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on the problem and then take their suggestions to each of
q -tthe neighborhood association for their approval.

The debate over tenant screening reflected the

tensions that existed within the Coalition [and in turn, 

in the neighborhood] surrounding the issue of race, and 

it went to the heart of the contradictory tendencies

within the organization.

On the one hand, the debate itself, that it even

took place, in an open forum, before two hundred and 

fifty residents of the; northwest Bronx was a tribute to 

the power of democracy and the ability of an organization 

to stimulate democratic participation.

[Unfortunately, as discussed previously in Chapter three, 

this sometimes raucous democratic element of the

Coalition was abandoned for a less democratic, more 

public relations type of gathering that is now the Annual 

Meeting]. That ordinary residents, of all races, ethnic 

groups, and religious affiliation, could gather together,

 ̂ It is important to note that the caucus was 
conducted with a high degree of good-will and at all 
times the participants, white, black, and hispanic, all 
tried diligently and even-handedly to resolve their 
differences. There was a real exchange; of viewpoints, 
open consideration of suggestions , and virtually no 
hostility. While the compromise disappointed the members 
of the Housing/Real Estate Committee, it did not "close 
the door" on the possibility of some kind of screening 
process. In effect, the membership said that more, and 
perhaps less hurried discussion was necessary.
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united by a common belief in working for the betterment 

of their communities is something that is all too rarely 

witnessed in the racially divided cities of our nation.

Also p o s i t i v e  was the s i n c e r i t y  and genuine 
commitment of the participants to try to resolve an 

extremely difficult problem. There was no hint of racism 

in this debate, all the participants were struggling with 

the real dilemma of how a community could obtain a 

modicum of control over its own destiny, when such 

control was in the hands of people, the real estate 

industry, which did not share their concerns, which cared 

mainly about profits, which was guided by market 

processes and values and not by community concerns. It 

can be said that the participants formed a solidarity 

group based on community values; they were opposed by an 

industry that opera ted with a value system,I.e. the 

market, directly opposed to that of the community.

On the other hand, the debate revealed the tension 

smoldering just beneath the surface of the Coalition and 

the neighborhood. Race was unquestionably the most 

d i v i s i v e  i s s u e  a f f e c t i n g  the C o a l i t i o n  as an 
organization. The race issue had the potential to 

destroy the Coalition, It could cause open conflict, not 

so much in its effect on individuals, but as it affected 

the member associations of the Coalition. And, it was at
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the Annual Meetings where the potential for conflict was 

most obvious. [I believe this may be the principle reason 

for the change in the format of the Annual Meeting, not 

simply because of its messiness, but because of its 

potential for conflict, especially revolving around the 

race issue.]

The? debate over tenant screening can be viewed as a 

debate over the formal establishment of restrictive 

covenants, but as was true of the previously discussed 

referral service, a community organization initiated 

screening process. However, it was one? thing for the 

largely white membership of the Kingsbr idge Heights 

Association to establish a referral service, on its own 

and discreetly, but quite another thing for the Coalition 

a s an o r g a n i s a t i o n  to debate t he creation of a 

potentially discriminatory system. The public airing of 

the proposal and the controversy that ensued .revealed the 

rifts in the organization, both geographical and 

political.

It revealed a geographical rift because the 

community organizations and individuals most strongly for 

the establishment screening were white-dominated and 

nor th of Fordham Road. S.E. of the Fordham-Bedford 

Community Coalition and D.B. of the United Associations 

of Bedford Park were white and both represented such



associations. Those opposing the tenant screening 

process were either minority people from associations 

south of Fordham Road or, interestingly, white political 

leftists [and living north of Fordham Road]. Two of the 

participants in the debate fall into this category, of 

holding a strongly leftist political position and living 

nor th of Fordham Road. The general pat tern was for 

whites and white dominated associations to be for the 

tenant screening proposal because they saw it as a way to 

protect themselves from unscrupulous landlord said brokers 

who were willing to rent to anyone. Such landlords and 

brokers were often involved in "milking" their buildings, 

being racist in the more subtle sense that they did not 

care who rented the apartments any more (or never did) 

Such landlords and brokers were not "color blind", but 

instead had written off the northwest Bronx as a long 

term investment and had begun to "milk" their buiIdings 

by rent ing to anyone and putting as little money as 

possible into the maintenance of these properties. They 

had wr i t ten off these properties because they saw the 

northwest bronx as a "changing" neighborhood, one that 

would inevitably become minority dominated. Thus, the 

lack of concern as to who rented, and thus the concern 

only for getting a paying customer into the apartment.



The whites who wanted tenant screening, those who 

fought for it during the debate, were not motivated by 

racism. Their motivation is better understood as class- 

based rather than race-based. This does not preclude the 

possibility that there were indeed racist elements in the 

membership of the Coall t.ion or that arguments focusing on 

class were o f t e n  a s u b t e r f u g e  to hide racism. 

Nevertheless, there appears to be no basis for concluding 

that tenant screening was intended to be an exclusionary 

device. Much like the above quoted black woman who 

related how tenant controlled screening had allowed her 

building to deal effectively with bad tenants, to control 

those who rented in her building and thereby solve the 

problem of bad tenants, white leaders who argued for 

screening wanted to be able to screen out "undesirables." 

"Undesirables" would be defined by achievement-based 

criteria or behavior-based characteristics and not race 

or ascription-based ones; they wanted to be able to 

exercise control over their communities and not leave the 

q u a l i t y  of life aspects of their bu i 1d i n gs and 

neighborhoods to landlords and brokers. [Why quality of 

life? So called bad tenants are disastrous in the close 

quarters of NYC apartment life; people who are noisy, 

late into the night, who play their music too loud, have 

loud parties, and perhaps too many parties, have friends
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c o m i n g  in a n d  out at all h o u r s ,  w h o  d o n ' t

c on t r o 1 / s upe r v i se their children, use drugs and/or

a 1 coho 1 ..... an apartment bui lding with even one such

tenant can radically affect the quality of life for 

significant numbers of people in a building].

But, while all could agree that it was important to

screen out "bad" tenants, the issue they could not agree

on was how to do it. And it was the how part of the

"stipulation" that brought the race issue to the surface,

where generally minorities and the left took one position

and the whites north of Fordham Road took the other

position. The imp1einentation of screening was difficult

because screening procedures had the potential to be

biased. As J.M, told the above mentioned black women

from south of Fordham Road who favored screening:

. . . tenant screening, even screening 
without interference by brokers was 
problematic because in areas and/or 
buildings which are not fully integrated, 
tenants can use the screening process to 
discriminate against minorities.92

This lack of integration was precisely the case in the

majority of buildings north of Fordham Road.

U11imate1y , the caucus recommended that Stipulation 

Three be struck from the proposal and that ".... the Real 

Estate/Housing Committee ... continue to work on the

9 2 Research n o t e s , 11/4/76
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p r o b l e m  and then take their suggestions to the 

neighborhood associations for their approval. "93 The new 

motion was seconded and passed. Thus, Stipulation three 

was tabled, put aside. The clearly divisive issue of how 

to deal wi th "undesirab1e " or bad/disrupt ive tenants 

could not be resolved, at least not without raising the 

fears and suspicions of some that race would be the basis 

for the screening process.

R e t u r n i n g  now to the issue of whether the 

n e i g h b o r h  o o d s no r th o f F o r d h a m R o a d w e r e using 

restrictive covenants, or more correctly, attempting to 

reestablish restrictive covenants where they had broken 

down, it appears that the answer is a qualified "yes." 

While the Coalition as an organisation (of community 

associations) had rejected the establishment of tenant 

screening, at least two of its community associations 

north of Fordham Road had set up apartment referral 

services. Given this fact, there is a firm basis for 

saying that on this score, i .e .restrictive covenants, 

some northwest Bronx neighborhoods were beginning to 

resemble Suttle's defended neighborhood,a neighborhood 

developing a siege mentality.

[Of course, one finding that differs from Suttles is 

what may be called the time frame or the causal sequence

Research notes, 11/4/76



of events. Suttles argues that transition threatens, and 

in reaction, a neighborhood defends itself through the 

use of restrictive covenants. My research f inding is 

that what allows for* the transition to take place in the 

first place is the decline or waning of restrictive 

covenants. In other- words, Suttles' research fails to 

see that what often keeps neighborhoods white is on-going 

restrictive covenants, from dciy one. T reins 1t ion only

occurs when the market changes and people can no longer 

find whites to rent or sell to. So, if the history of a 

neighborhood is not examined carefully, it may indeed 

appear that restrictive covenants are new, when in fact, 

such devices like tenant screening or community based 

real estate brokering may be an attempt to reestablish 

restrictive covenants after the market has changed and 

the realtor can no longer make a profit and still be 

selective with sales or rentals. In effect, a changed 

market may lead to openings for minorities where none 

previously existed. This change may eilso lead to a 

reaction on the part of some residents against the 

newcomers; one thing they might do is attempt to re­

establish the restrictive covenants. This appears to be 

what happened in the northwest Bronx in the mid to late 

1970s. Unfortunately, this opening for minorities is not 

what it appears to be, nor should it be viewed as the
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ultimate triumph of the free market. In fact, as 

e x p l a i n e d  above, when the market does open for 

minorities, it is already a down market, a kind of slum 

market, a market that is that is set aside f o r 

minorities, one that will invite a certain kind of 

investor, often a slumlord who wants only to make a 

killing, who wants only to collect rents and put nothing 

into the building. The other kind of investor in this 

kind of market is the owner with few resources, one who 

barely has enough to buy, one without sufficient capital; 

this kind of landlord becomes a slumlord not out of 

desire, but In the "de facto" sense of not having 

sufficient resources to maintain the building. In the 

northwest Bronx this kind of ownership was characteristic 

of Albanian immigrants, who lacked sufficient resources 

to own buildings, but who bought by getting what were 

called "wrap-around" mortgages, where debt structure was 

such that after paying his mortgage, there was little 

left to maintain a building; this kind of mortgage was 

actually a new method for old slumlords to derive benefit 

from marginal property while givixig titular ownership to 

unknowing, naive unsophisticated would-be landlords, like 

the many Albanians who bought apartment buildings in the 

northwest Bronx in the 1970s.]
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The third and fourth parts os Suttles1 definition 

regarding the defended neighborhood have to do with 

"sharp boundaries" and "a forbidding reputation." The 

northwest Bronx is a very large area, encompassing many 

different neighborhoods. There is no question that a few 

of those neighborhoods did indeed have relatively sharp 

boundaries and a forbidding reputation, to minorities. 

Two of the n e i g h b o r h o o d s  that clearly fit this 

description were Ita1ian-American neighborhoods, the 

Belmont area and the Villa Avenue area. Each was rather 

small, but both were quite clearly demarcated and were 

known as places where minorities especially teenagers, 

had to be careful. In one of these two areas or 

communities, the Belmont area, there were periodic racial 

incidents, involving minori ty teenagers passing through 

and being at tacked by Italian-Amerlean youths. More 

positively, Belmont was well known as a quaint and 

charming community, publicly lauded as one of the safest 

neighborhoods in the city and one frequented by Italian 

food lovers.

The other point to consider regarding sharp 

boundaries was Paul Brant's "Maginot Line Strategy." As 

discussed above, Paul Brant wanted to establish Fordham 

Road as the boundary between the deteriorated areas of 

the northwest Bronx and those areas still good. Fordham
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Road was to be the symbolic dividing line:, and the 

Coalition was going to stop deterioration from spreading 

north of that line, [see map of northwest Bronx on page 

121] with the heavy black line through the center 

representing Fordham Road.] Of course, Fordham Road was 

also the dividing line between the white-dominant 

neighborhoods to the north and the minority-dominant ones 

to the south. Brant’s citing of Fordham Road as the 

boundary between the north and south would not have been 

surprising to any observant man--in-the-street Bronxi te in 

the early 1970s. It was common knowledge that Fordham 

Roctd was a kind of boundary between the white area and 

the black and Latino one, between the stable areas and 

the de ter i or cited ones. Fordham Road and its cross 

street, the Grand Concourse were the commercial and 

retail hub of the northwest Bronx and one of the most 

active commercial areas in the entire city of New York. 

The neighborhoods of the northwest Bronx could be 

understood as surrounding the Fordham Road/Grand 

Concourse Hub.

While Brant's "MaginoL Line" (Fordham Road) was a 

sharp boundary, one that clearly demarcated northern 

neighborhoods from southern ones, as a boundary, it was 

more symbolic than real. As was the case with the real 

Maginot Line of history, when the "enemy" went around and
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through it, in the northwest Bronx of the 1970s and 1980s 

the "enemy" also went around and through it. Of course, 

the Coalition and Paul Brant never defined the enemy as 

minorities; for them the "enemy" was neighborhood 

deterioration. Nevertheless, up until the mid-1980s, 

neighborhood deterioration followed the minority 

populat ion.

[As an aside, there was one night in 1377, July 13 

to lie precise (my son's birthday) when Fordham Road 

became more than a symbolic boundary. This was the night 

of New York City's second great blackout. On that night 

minority residents in New York c i t y ’s inner city 

neighborhoods rioted and looted commercial establishments 

throughout the city. In the northwest Bronx, commercial 

and retail areas south of Fordham Road were hit very 

hard; no business north of Fordham Road was looted. 

Along Fordham Road which stretches from east to west all 

along the northwest Bronx, stores on its south side were 

looted, but no store on its north side was touched. Why 

did the looting stop at the south side of Fordham Road? 

Why didn't the looters simply cross the street? There 

were easy pick ins on the north side of Fordham Road and 

only about a quarter mile to the north, on Kingsbridge 

Road, and on Jerome Avenue, north of Fordham Road. Why 

didn't the looters cross the street?
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The answer appears to lie in the social aspects of 

looting. Looting is a mass phenomenon, carried out 

mainly by poor people who often see it as a way of 

"righting the scales" (of re-distributing wealth). 

Masses of poor people lived south of Fordham Road, while 

few lived north of Fordham Road. Since the looting was a 

neighborhood phenomenon, only those neighborhoods with 

masses of poor people experienced looting; those without 

serious poverty escaped it. The looters did not move 

from neighborhood to neighborhood, they looted close to 

home. Interestingly, even those who lived on the 

southern side of Fordham road did not cross Fordham Road 

to loot the stores on the northern side. Clearly,

symbolic boundaries can affect behavior. within certain 

boundaries one may feel comfortable and call the area "my 

neighborhood;" outside that boundary, one does not feel 

at home, as if in someone else's home. On the night of 

the looting, the invisible symbolic boundary, acting like 

a concrete wall and not a symbol, stopped the looters 

cold.]

So, following the points of Suttles1 definition, it

was not the case that the entire northwest Bronx was

sealing Itself off with sharp boundaries and a forbidding

r e p u t a t i o n .  N e v e r t h e l e s s  there certainly were 

neighborhoods in the northwest Bronx that were clearly
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demarcated and that had developed reputations for 

violence against outsiders, especially minorities. 

Furthermore, the largely symbolic boundary of Fordham 

Road certainly had a real effect on people’s perception 

of the area as one divided between whites and minorities. 

Also impor tant to consider was the effect of the murder 

of the Irish-American boy in the Kingsbridge Heights 

neighborhood and its immediate result of causing 

marauding bands of white youths to attack black youths 

passing t hro ugh the neighborhood. This too could 

c o n t r i b u t e  to the area developing a forbidding 

reputation.
Summarising the above, throughout the lS7Gs the 

northwest Bronx was a neighborhood in transition and, as 

such, a neighborhood that was racially and ethnically 

divided. Ixi the language of Park and Burgess and the 

Chicago School, the area was undergoing the classic 

"invasion-succession" process of social change. The 

Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition was 

established during this period to help stabilise the 

changing neighborhood. Its goal was not to stop racial 

and ethnic transition, but to stop the physical 

deterioration of the neighborhoods of the northwest Bronx 

that a c c o m p a n i e d  the t r a n s i t i o n  process. B u t 

accompanying the racial and ethnic change was a kind of
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white backlash, a react ion by significant numbers of 

northwest Bronx residents against the newcomers. They 

believed that the newcomers were the cause of the

deterioration that was beginning to appear in the

northwest Bronx. Based on the above it appears that the 

reaction by white residents against the arriving

minorities was sufficiently strong to warrant the use of
O £Suttles' term "defended neighborhood.^

We also examined how the Coalition, itself, as an 

organization, 'was at least indirectly implicated in the 

"defense" of the neighborhood, through Its apparent 

acceptance of the establishment of "apartment referral 

services" that operated in a discriminatory manner and 

its willingness as an organization to accept "tenant

screening" as a legitimate way of stabilizing buildings 

and neighborhoods.150

C A° - Ferhaps rather them stating categorically whether 
a neighborhood is defended or not, it is more appropriate 
to use a continuum, and to evaluate the extent to which a 
neighborhood is defended or not

Regarding this last point, of the Coalition's 
"willingness as an organization to accept "tenant 
screening" as a legitimate way of stabilizing buildings 
and neighborhoods," if this was in fact rejected by the 
Coalition, why am I saying this? The answer is because I 
believe that if it were not for Jon Moscow and "the other 
fellow" at the annual meeting, if it were not fox' their 
leadership, it would have passed. I believe that the 
clergy and the organizers were perfectly willing to 
accept this. Doesn't this implicate the Coalition as an 
organization actively engaged in "defending" the
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Perhaps it should be said of the Coalition that, it 

was formally non-racist, and informally anti-racist, at 

least among the leadership. The researcher never heard 

any racist talk among Coalition personnel, not in 

conversation and not at public meetings. But, it is also 

true that the Coalition was not formal ly anti-racist, 

meaning that it did not publicly declare itself to be 

anti-racist, nor publicly state that one of its goals was 

to combat racism. People, like Ann Devenney (Chairwoman 

of the Standing Committee on City Services and later 

President of the Coalition) did publicly make references 

to the racial and ethnic pluralism of the organisation, 
saying such things as, "we are all in this together, 

black, white , and brown" or "united we stand, divided we 

fall, all together ....", but that is not the same thing 

as being formally anti-racist. Thus, while in no way 

being a racist organizat ion, the Coal ition never took a 

strong stand against racism. The Coalition encouraged and 

supported a multi-racial effort, but it didn't openly 

attack racism.

But significantly there were racist tendencies in 

the organization, perhaps a kind of institutional racism, 

implicit in the policies of the Coalition, at least in

neighborhood, with this defense having racist overtones? 
I believe so.
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the 1970s, when the area was still in transition. This 

was perhaps rooted in the organization's genuine lack of 

a minority perspective among the Coalition's leadership; 

its Board of Directors was dominated by white, Irish- 

Catholic clergymen. Even its personnel, up until the 

early 1980s, were overwhelmingly white and Irish- 

Catholic. While they were clearly people with a social 

consciousness, guided by the highest moral principles, 

they also appeared to lack a genuine understanding and 

sympathy for the plight of poor black and Hispanic 

people. Put differently, the Coalition's overall 

strategy, while not racist, or no longer racist, appears 

to be, or has become class-based.

W hy cl a s s - b a s e d ? The C o a 1 i t i on ’ s goal of 

neighborhood stabilisation meant that its strategy was 

oriented toward an "re-upgrading" of the neighborhood's 

housing and municipal services, back, to the way it had 

been when the northwest Bronx was a stable working to 

middle class area of the city. While this strategy put 

the coalition on a collision course with landlords, 

brokers, banks, and city agencies that were treating the 

northwest Bronx as a new ghetto, i.e. the lower end of 

the market and a lost cause, it also put the Coalition on 

a collision course with poor minorities who came or 

drifted to the northwest Bronx as "refugees" from the
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south Bronx. They were often on welfare or some other 

form of public assistance, and in desperate need of 

housing, and not terribly discriminating with regard to 

the state of the building or apartment they were renting. 

They oftentimes embodied values opposite those admired by 

solidly middle class and prosperous Americans, e.g. 

apathy, fatalism, alienation, in addition to certain 

troubling behavioral differences, such as different 

tastes in music, food, a different language or dialect, 

different standards of.child rearing and noise tolerance, 

etc, etc, . In addition, some of them were classic 

"undesirable," problem families that nobody wanted, that 

would surely bring down the neighborhood. In 19S2, when 

Coalition organizer was asked for his views on the future 

of the neighborhood, he replied quite optimistically that 

things were looking good. He said, "... a lot of 

rehabilitation work was being clone ... rents were going 

up and that will force the poor people out and the number 

of welfare people in the area will stabilize ... the poor- 

wili not be able to live here . . . the area will become 

more middle class ..." When he was asked, "But where 

will the poor go?," he replied, "That’s their problem, 

I ’m only interested in my neighborhood. Of particular

 ̂® Interview with Coalition organizer, Felix
Rosario, 2/26/8 2
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significance was that the organiser himself was a Latino 

man . Since he was a Latino man and by 1982, a 

significant proportion, if not a majority, of the 

population in the neighborhood were Latinos and blacks, 

it cannot be said that the intent of the Coalition's 

strategy of upgrading the housing stock was racist. It 

was clear that this man was not equating poor with 

minority. What he was doing was articulating a class- 

based strategy, one that involved a weeding-out process. 

This weeding-out process meant that as the housing stock 

was upgraded and rents went up, poor people would no 

longer be able to live there. It is perfectly acceptable 

in American society to discriminate on the basis of 

social class. In fact, the exclusion of people on the 

basis of class is not even viewed as discrimination. 

This is b e c a u s e it is a w e I 1 i n s t1 t ut I o n a 1 i zed , 

culturally-embedded belief that if you can't pay the 

price, then you are not entitled to the commodity or 

whatever you happen to be buying, including living space. 

In effect, as is true of so many aspects of American 

society, the market sets the price and those who have the 

money are free to buy the product and those who do not, 

can't. Of course, this makes the market the most 

discriminatory mechanism in American society, but because 

the basis for discrimination is economic and not social,
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based on race, sex, age, or even physical handicap, it is 

not defined as discrimination. In other words, class is 

an acceptable basis for the allocation of even such an 

essential resource as housing; since housing is a 

commodity in American society, treated like any other 

commodity, only those who can pay the price are entitled 

to the product, or "to each according to the sise of his 

or her pocketbook."

Thus, if £i neighborhood's housing is upgraded, and 

rents go up, that will mean that fewer people can now 

afford the rents, and those who cannot will be forced to 

look elsewhere. Wow, regarding the housing in the 

northwest Bronx, if rents move from a level that the poor 

can afford to higher levels, the poor will be locked out 

of the neighborhood, they would heive been "weeded-out," 

not by b r e a k i n g  t h e 1 a w , as in d e l i b e r a t e l y  

discriminating on the basis of race, as a restrictive 

covenant would do, but instead, and this is somewhat 

ironic, by making things better, by improving the 

neighborhood. This would be a kind of gentrif ication 

process, not as carried out In Park Slope in Brooklyn, 

but in a more m o d e s t  way, a kind of m o d e r a t e  

gentrification, not up to upper-middle class levels, but 
as befits a formerly working to middle class area, 

gentrification to solidly working class levels.



3o, by the 1930s, coalition strategy is apparently 

not, or p e r h a p s  more a c c u r a t e l y  , is no longer 

institutionally racist, because it is not geared to 

keeping out minorities but instead geared to keeping out 

poor minorities, with the emphasis on poor and not on 

minorities. There is not much question about racial 

transition; it has happened. The northwest Bronx is today 

a predominantly Latino and black neighborhood. The issue 

is now to stabilise along class lines, to attract stable 

minorities, and to keep out the poor and those on public 

assistance. As one of the Coalition organisers told me 
(one that became its Director): "what we want [now] is

for the northwest Bronx to become a stable working class 

neighborhood

Informal conversation with Coalition organizer,
Joe Muriana, 2/23/32



180

Chapter Five 

Race and Education

There was a major issue which was directly related 

to the issue of race, but also tied the issue of race to 

that of class; this was the issue of education. Class 

and race were interconnected as social factors because in 

the northwest Bronx of the 1970s, it appeared that it was 

not simply a matter of the middle class whites of the 

Coalition being upset about integrated education, but 

that their principle concern was quality education. 

Whi tes generally believed that quality education could 

not exist where minorities were numerically dominant. 

This meant that the Coal i t ion leadership had to walk a 

tightrope on this issue, arguing that the issue was one 

of quality education [class], and not race, while 

fight ing for schools that were less integrated, and white 

dominant.

It is generally recognized that one of the things 

most highly valued by middle class people is education. 

Prospective homebuyers and renters, especially those with 

young children, will want to know about the quality of 

the 1 ocal school district or as is true of city dwellers, 

the neighborhood school , before they buy or rent an 

apartment. In cities throughout America, including New
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York City, whites also want to know about the racial 

mixture of the school. In short, whether moving in or 

already a resident, middle class people are greatly 

concerned about the quality of schools and often its 

racial mixture.

In 1975-1976, Coalition personnel, concerned as they 

were about "white f l i g h t , " became invo1ved In a 

controversial issue regarding the redistricting of a 

local high school, John F. Kennedy High School. In 1975, 

the New York City Central Board of Education announced 

plans to rezone Bronx high schools, with pressure to 

rezone based mainly on the state's formal goal of 

maintaining a racially integrated school system. Kennedy 

High School, since its opening in 1972, had drawn 

approximately 40 Jo of its student population from 

Manhattan and 60?6 from the Bronx. Those from Manhattan 

were predominantly minorities, while those from the Bronx 

(drawn mainly from the northern sections of the Bronx, 

i.e.the northwest Bronx neighborhoods of Kingsbridge, 

Kingsbridge Heights, parts of University Heights, and 

Riverdale) were predominantly white.

In fact, the principle reason why Manhattan was part 

of the JFK zone was because back in the 1960s when the 

plans for the high school were drawn up, District 10 in 

the Bronx was practically all white, and students from
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Manhattan were included in the plan so that the new high 

school would be racially integrated. By the mid 1970s, 

however, the demographics of the Bronx zone had changed, 

so that in 1975, the majority of the public school 

students in District 10 in the Bronx were minority, 

approximately 70% of them, with only 30% being white. 

Those figures do not mean that seven of ten District 10 

school age children were minority because those; figures 

no not take into account the hundreds of predominantly 

white school age children that attended parochial, 

especially Catholic grade schools and high schools. 

Every parish in the northwest Bronx had a local grade 

s c h o o 1 and the students were predominantly white, 

especially north of Fordham Road. In addition, there 

were Catholic boys and girls high schools throughout the 

Bronx and Manhattan that were attended by significant 

numbers of northwest Bronx teenagers.

So what was the n a t u r e  of the Coalition ' s 

involvement? Since the JFK zone was going to be changed, 

what the Coal i tion wanted was an all District 10 JFK 

zone. In other words, the Coalition1s position was that 

the high school should be reserved only for District 10 

students and that Manhattan should be excluded from the 

high school.
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A local newspaper, The Journal Mews , reported that 

the motivation for the Coalition's involvement in this 

issue was:

. . . because of recent tuition increases 
in parochial high schools which has 
forced more Catholic students to seek 
a d m i s s i o n  into the p u b l i c  school 
system.98

At the Board of Education hearings on this issue a

staff member from the JFK Consultation Center reported

that while the high school expected some parochial school

students in the fall of 1975 (those graduating from

Catholic grade schools and going to public high school)

the school actually got 200 more than it expected. So,

there is no quest ion that it was in the Coalition's

interest to fight for a JFK zone that would permit more

of its school age children within its boundaries to

attend JFK high School. Toward this end, at the

Coalition's Annual Meeting of 1975, Proposition #15 read

as follows:

Whereas, there is a John F . Kennedy High 
school complex located within our area, 
with students attending from various 
parts of the Bronx, and other boroughs, 
and
Whereas, many students from our local 
communit ies are zoned out of the area 
utilizing this local high school and are 
forced to commute long distances to 
at tend schools in other areas of the 
Bronx,

98 The Journal Mews, 1976
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Therefore, we resolve to form a standing 
committee to seek to have the boundaries 
of the Kennedy High School district 
modified so that local residents and 
students can utilize the service of the 
complex as an educational resource."

With some opposition from minority members from

south of Fordham Road, who wanted the zoning to remain as

it was and not modified to include more of the white

areas north of Fordham Road and west of the present

boundary, the proposition passed. [See map of School

District 10 on page 17 4; Arrow #1 represents the

boundaries demanded by the Coalition for the JFK district

and Arrow #2 represents the already existent boundary of

the JFK district.]

Peter Rosenbaum, chairman of the Coalition's

Standing Committee on Education, and members of the

committee, than prepared to put pressure on the Board of

Education to modify the JFK zone to favor a majority of

northwest Bronx residents living within the Coalition's

boundaries, especially its middle class white residents

1iving north of Fordham Road. As stated above, the

Coalition wanted an all Bronx JFK district so that it

would draw all its students from District 10, all of

which was in the northwest Bronx. This would result in

Manhattan students being excluded from JFK. The

99 NWBCCC files, 1975



NORTHWEST BRONX AND'AREAL'SCHOOL DISTRICTS



186
Coalition argued that the reasons for originally 

including Manhattan, i.e.to achieve a racially integrated 

high school, no longer existed since the District 10 

population was already sufficiently integrated so as to 

guarantee that JFK would be an integrated high school.

Much to the chagrin of Coalition personnel, however, 

the Board of Education's initial proposal called for less 

seats for the Bronx than had been allocated under the old 

zoning plan. Instead of the Bronx getting 60% of the 

seats and Manhattan 40%, the new plan called for a 50-50 

split between the Bronx and Manhattan. Instead of the 

new boundary being moved west, to include more Coalition 

neighborhoods, snore white-dominant areas, the Central 

Board moved the boundary east, excluding even Kingsbridge 

Heights, an area that had previously been included in the 

JFK zone. Coalition personnel were irate over- this and 

quickly began to mobilize all the support they could 

muster, especia n y  religious and political leaders. In 

the last two hearings held by the Central Board, the 

Coalition lined up literally scores of witnesses to lobby 

in support of its proposal for an all Bronx JFK zone.

One question that may arise is why the Central Board 

would in its initial proposal allocate less seats to the 

Bronx than previously. After all. District 10 was the 

fastest growing school district in New York City (with



growth coming mainly from South Bronx "refugees" moving 

north, almost all of whom were minorities, seeking decent 

housing) and it was a district with an increasing number 

of high school age students as compared to Manhattan 

(Districts 5 and 6 which were the feeder districts to 

JFK) which was losing population. So why did the Central 

Board give Manhattan more seats, and take seats from 

District 10? The answer appears to lie in the goal of 

the Board's rezoning plan and the underlying reason for 

the restructuring which was to achieve racial integration 

in as many highs schools as possible. While this was 

certainly becoming more and more elusive a goal, given 

the demographic trends in New York city [growing minority 

population, declining white population], the Board was 

under pressure from the state to achieve as much 

integration as possible. Thus, the Board's rationale 

appears to have been to limit access to JFK by the 

predominantly white population in District 10, and to 

"force" the whites in the northwest Bronx to attend the 

minority-segregated high schools within District 10, e.g. 

Theodore Roosevelt,, or the one nearby, in District 11, 

Evander Childs, another minority-segregated high school. 

In this way, the Board would achieve some level of 

integration for the three high schools: JFK, Theodore
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Roosevelt, and Evander Childs (instead of just one high 

school, JFK).

The hearings on this issue, held first at Walton 

High School in the heart of the northwest Bronx, and then 

at JFK High School , were "stormy" ones . The one at 

Walton High School not only brought out Coalition people 

but also people from other districts who, though having 

no direct interest in the redist rioting of JFK, were 

interested in overall Central Board policy regarding 

redistrioting and racial integration, A contingent of 

a ppr o x i m a t e l y  10 0 white people from District 11 

[northeast Bronx ] came to the meeting to lobby for a 

return to the "old idea" of the neighborhood high school, 

which in the case of their local high school, Christopher 

Columbus, woviId guarantee a practically all white high 

school . Another group from the South Bronx, composed 

entirely of Latinos and blacks, came to lobby for a 

completely "open school system," in which students could 

choose to attend any school in the city that they wanted, 

no matter where they lived. This, of course, would in 

their view end the segregated and inferior education that 

children in the South Bronx were receiving.

The views of the whi tes from District 11 were 

diametrically opposite those of the Blacks and Latinos 

from the South Bronx, or District 9. Not surprisingly,
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given the vehemence of people's views on this issue, the 

two groups actually came to blows at this meeting. 

Briefly but dramatically, people were pushed and fists 

were thrown between the whites favoring the neighborhood 

high school and the minorities favoring an open system. 

Police quickly intervened and the melee was over in a 

matter of minutes.

The third group of people present at the Walton High

School meeting were those from District 10, most of whom

were there to voice the C o a l i t i o n ' s  position.

Ironically, these people were seated in the middle of the

auditorium, with District 11 on one side, the right, and

District 9 people on the other side, the left. At the

this meeting, only Coalition people directly addressed

the issue of the redistrieting of JFK. Peter Rosenbaum

the President of the Kingsbridge Heights Neighborhood

Association and the Chairman of the Coalition's Standing

Committee on Education read a prepared statement,

expressing the Coalition's position. It stated:

The p e o p l e  of our northwest Bronx 
neighborhoods have long been silent about 
the type and quality of education which 
is offered to our kids. It is time for 
us to speak up and fight for our schools.
The children of the northwest Bronx do 
not have any comprehensive high school 
available to them. In addition they must 
travel long and awkward distances to 
a t tend the schools to which they are 
arbitrarily assigned by the Board of 
Education.
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This is outrageous! John F. Kennedy was 
originally promised to all the people of 
the northwest Bronx, It is essential for 
the c o n t i n u i n g  v i t a l i t y  of our 
ne ighborhoods that fami 1ies know that 
their c h i l d r e n  can obtain quality 
education in this city.
We lose more families every as they seek 
out better educational programs outside 
of New York City. Such educational 
opportunities are available in the city, 
but the Northwest Bronx is presently 
zoned out of them. The many young 
families who leave our community further 
erode the city’s urgently needed tax base 
as well as the stability and vitality of 
our neighborhoods.
In the light of these fact we demand that 
the Kennedy zone be extended to include 
all the chiIdren in school District #10.
They adopted this stand on Monday March 
2 9th. This w o u 1d insure a racially 
balanced school since the present makeup 
of the district is approximately 7 0% 
minority and 30% white. This would allow 
Kennedy to serve all our northwest Bronx 
neighborhood children.,
If a priority zone must be set up to 
alleviate massive overcrowding, we demand 
that it at least include the area bounded 
by Burnside Avenue on the South, Webster 
Avenue on the East, and Gunhi 11 Road 
extending along VanCortlandt Park South 
on the North. This area in addi tion to 
the present Zone in the Bronx would 
produce a racially balanced high school 
wi thout gerrymandering neighborhoods,
Any thing less than this would be 
unacceptable to our ne ighborhoods and 
would force us to take further action 
with the Board of Education.

Along with Peter Rosenbaum, the Coalition mobi1ized 
other people, all of whom echoed and so reinforced 

Rosenbaum's and the Coalition's position. Most of these

100 NWBCCC files,1976
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people were leaders of local community associations,

p o 1i t i cians or their representatives, and religious

leaders. Prominent among these people were Congressman

Bingham (representative), Sister Pat Conner, S. B . ,

President of the Fordham Bedford Community Coalition,

Assemblyman Oliver Koppei, Sister ________________of the

St. John's School, A. R. Of the FBCC. Father McN. of

University Heights, and most curious, a representative of

Bishop Ahern, who stated:

... the Catholic Church is for integrated 
education ... equal education for all ... 
the neighborhood of the northwest Bronx 
represents all racial and ethnic groups 
... the lack of good education facilities 
hurts our neighborhoods . . . our goal is 
to keep people in, not keep people out 
... I, Bishop Ahern, endorse the position 
of the NWBCCC ...101

Thi s last endorsement was most curious because of 

the phrase, " . . . . I, Bishop Ahern, endorse the position

of the NWBCCC ... " Since the position of the NWBCCC, as

formulated by the Coalition's Education Committee, was in 

all 1ikelihood approved by the Coali t i o n 's Board of 

Directors, of which the Bishop was an active member, it 

was somewhat deceptive for the Bishop to publicly endorse 

a position which he at least indirectly helped formulate, 

Clearly, the Coalition was trying to show that there was

-*-01 Research n o t e s , 4/1/76
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broad support for its position, without indicating that 

the bro a d  s u p p o r t  was C o a l i t i o n  mobi l i z e d  and 

orchestrated. In point of fact, the Coalition's argument 

was a strong one, and there was no direct opposition to 

it, at least not at the Walton Meeting. Also, important, 

was that the Coalition's argument did not overtly appeal 

to racism, though It did contain some subtle references 

to "white flight," e.g. "We lose more families every year 

as they seek better educational programs outside of New 

York City ..." and "The many young families who leave our 

communi ty further erode the city's urgently needed tax 

base a s well as the stability and vitality of our 

neighborhoods." A final point in its favor was what might 

be called "the comparative factor," I.e. compared to the 

extreme and strident positions of the whites from 

District 11 and the minorities from District 9, the 

Coalition's position and the calm presentation of its 

views made It appear eminently reasonable.

No decision was made by the Central Board following 

the Walton meeting. Instead a second meeting was called 

for April 28, to be held at JFK High School itself. This 

meeting was called because of the objections by Manhattan 

residents to the possibility of their being squeezed out 

of JFK if the Central Board accepted the argument of the 

Coalition and the District 10 School Board. This meeting
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black and Latino, against northwest Bronx residents and 

Coalition membership and personnel, racially mixed but 

predominantly white. Like the Walton meeting, this one 

was also stormy, even ugly, to use Peter Rosenbaum's 

description, as the Coalition and its people were openly 

accused of racism and racial exclusion by Manhattan 

residents. The meeting also brought into the fray two 

Hew York City political "big-wigs," Manhattan Borough 

President, Percy Sutton, a well known black politician, 

and Bronx Borough President Robert "Bobby" Abrams. Percy 

Sutton was actually present at the meeting, while Abrams 

sent a representative with a lengthy and well documented 

statement, thus indicating that both men considered the 

issue an important one and/or the amount of pressure put 

on the two politicians by their constituencies. Unlike at 

the Walton meeting, where most speakers were from the 

Coalition, here speakers were evenly divided between 

Manhattan and the Bronx. They repeated the same 

arguments they had made at Walton High School. The 

following represent excerpts from speeches made at the 

JFK meeting touching on the important/salient points 

made:

BISHOP AHERN: (represented by A . R . , of
the F B C C )  : ... the N W B C C C  is an
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o r g a n i z a t i o n  consisting of sixteen 
neighborhood associations ... its goal is 
p r e s e r v a t i o n  and s tabilization of 
communities ...[we are] not here to fight 
or polarize as happened at the last 
meeting [at Walton High School] ... some 
say this is a Manhattan versus Bronx
fight ... th is is not so ... District 10
has had a 13 0% increase in school
population ...[yet] the Board wants 
rezoning to exclude the Bronx, except for 
Riverdale and the area west of Broadway 
[ represent ing only a small part of 
District 10] ... [ a recent newspaper
article said that the Bronx is now 50%
minority] ... many people are moving into
the north Bronx ... what is to become of 
the city? .... the Bronx has a unique 
problem of transportation . . . it is 
difficult for Manhattanites to understand 
. . . east to west transportation is 
difficult ... valuable energy is lost [in 
t rave 1 ing ] . . . we are all here for the
same cause ... what's best for all our
children ... not all Bronx students want 
to go to JFK ... [we] ask for a choice of 
several schools ... if we are zoned out 
of JFK there is no choice only one ever- 
c r o w d e d  school to another ... our 
conclusion is [to propose] a workable 
plan with Manhattan to be presented ... a 
start to work together for all our 
children . . . they deserve the best in10 9eduction . . .

REPRESENTATIVE OF A LOCAL COMMUNITY PLANNING BOARD IN THE
NORTHWEST BRONX:

. . . with a 50-50 split between the Bronx 
and Manhattan JFK is overcrowded ... and 
Manhattan has other schools ... we oppose 
the limit on the Bronx of 550 seats . . . 
the number of seats [for the Bronx] must 
be revised upward ....

LOCAL NORTHWEST BRONX CITY COUNCILMAN STANLEY SIMON:

102 This and all subsequent quotations are research 
notes from the meeting at JFK High School, 4/28/76
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... [in District 10 schools] children are 
bursting at the seems while there under­
utilized schools in Manhattan ...

[Jeering from Manhattan people in the audience]

A REPRESENTATIVE OF THE FORDHAM-BEDFORD COMMUNITY 
COALITION:

... I represent the FBCC, a coalition of 
12 block associations ... whose goals are 
n e i g h b o r h o o d  s t a b i l i z a t i o n  a n d  
preservation . . . we are second class 
citizens ... in 1974 we were zoned out 
[of JFK] . . . why must we take two buses 
[ to get to Theodore Roosevelt HighSChool 
or to Evander Childs High School] when 
one bus is all that is necessary to get
to JFK ... if we can't attend JFK the
people will move out and the community 
will be lost ... we are a racia H y  
balanced [neighborhood] ...

M r . ______________ _________ District 10, Bronx

... a grave injustice [is being done] by
the Board of Education when JFK was
planned District 10 was main ly white so 
students were taken from Districts 5 and 
6 .in Manhattan . . . today District 10 
schools are integrated and overcrowded 
... additional seats ought to be given to 
District 10 .....

The long e s t and probably the most informat ive 

testimony was given by the representative of Borough 

President Robert Abrams, although she was forced to stop 

her presentation as she approached the end of it because 

of jeering from Manhattan residents, (though copies of 

the speech were handed out to the audience). Abrams' 

statement focused on the same basic points that other's 

had emphasized, though unlike others, he did call for a
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compromise, wherein Manhattan would not be excluded from 
the JFK zone. The following represent the core of his 
position:

. . . District 10 has seen a significant 
increase in population and a rapid 
increase in high school age young people 
.... the City Planning Commission's five 
year projection . . . predicts that the 
s tudent population in District 10 will 
rise by more than 3,000 students by 1979.
Most of Manhattan, on the other hand, has 
exper ienced a dec1ine in high school 
students, and this trend is predicted to 
continue into the future . This is 
particularly true in District 5 which ... 
is e x p e c t e d  to have a decrease in 
enrollment of more than 3,500 by 1979.
An even more significant factor affecting 
the situation in Manhattan was the 
opening last year of the new Martin 
Luther King High School. This beautiful, 
will equipped facility provides a logical 
alternative for many current JFK students 
who actual ly 1 i ve closer to King than 
JFK. All these trends seem to lead 
to one compelling conclusion : that more
Manha t tan students can be shi f ted to 
M. L . King to make room for the increasing 
numbers of Bronx students in JFK.

[AT THIS POINT LOUD AND OBVIOUS GRUMBLING IS HEARD FROM
THE MANHATTAN SIDE OF THE AUDIENCE]

However, the zoning proposed by the Board 
of Education does precisely the opposite 
. Instead of increasing the proportion of 
Bronx students from the previous 60% 
level , it actually cuts that figure to 
50%. Instead of f i 11 i ng the seats of 
M .L .King , this proposal deliberately 
keeps occupancy at less than 1,200 while 
K i n g  was b u i l t  for n e a r l y  3,700

One par t icular group of Bronx students will 
suffer especially severely if this proposed
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zoning plan goes through. These are students 
living south of Fordham Road who attend Junior 
H i g h  S c h o o l s  1 4 1  a n d  1 4 3

Both of these Junior High Schools are healthy, 
well integrated schools, and it would 
be a shame to break up the bonds of friendship 
and good feeling among those students simply 
because some artificial dividing 1 ine separates 
them from one another.

At this point in the speech loud jeering erupted 

from among the Manhattan residents, an almost sarcastic, 

cynical kind of cat-calling was heard. Manhattan people 

mimicked Abrams1 words aloud, saying, "What a shame to 

break up bonds of friendship" and " a healthy, well 

integrated schools." It was clear what their feelings 

were; they be 1 i eved Mr. Abrams was being disingenuous 

with his concerns; they believed that he was not sincere 

about integrated education; they believed that what the 

northwest Bronx's residents wanted was less integrated 

education, and that this would be achieved if their 

children were excluded from JFK High School.

The final paragraph in Abrams' speech was where the

compromise proposal was located:

In short , I believe a revision of this 
zoning proposal can be achieved which 
will serve students from both Manhattan 
and the Bronx well. Many Manhattan 
students can be zoned into the excellent 
new facility a t M . I.. King , wh i 1 e we 
expand the size of the JFK zone in the 
Bronx. Overcrowding can be eased; 
students from the same community and the 
same J u n i o r  High Schools can stay
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together; and I believe the education 
climate can be improved for all.

Manhattan residents, all of whom were black and

Lat ino, clearly vi ewed much of the tes t imony of the

Coalition and its religious and political allies as a

kind of "window dressing" or a phoney facade, covering a

rejection by white residents of integrated education. In

short, they perceived all of the talk as veiled racism,

The following excerpts from Manhattanites' testimony

represent their overall view of the Coalition's position.

[I have listened to the ] ... cold
language; of speaker . . . the Northwest 
Bronx Communi ty and Clergy Coal ition is 
for p r e s e r v a t i o n  and stability of
communities . . . what does that mean? . . .
let the Bronx people go to the under­
utilized schools in Manhattan ... white 
folks can do that ... if they are 
genuinely interested in integration ... 
whites ran to the northwest Bronx ... the 
area is growing because its one of the
last bastions of white people .,. one of
the last bas t ion ' s of Carter ' s "ethnic 
purl t y " . . . we have tried to behave
ourselves in a rational manner . . . but if 
necessary . . . we will take to the 
streets . . .

and

... our concern is qualitative [quality] 
education . . . JFK has a curricul um
content second to none ... we have 
children whose brain power is going to
waste ............................   .
I want us to think about the fact of our 
talk of equal education . . . avoid hate
and contempt ... act to poison the minds 
of youth about other ethnic groups . . . . 
sit down and break bread ...



199

and

. . . integration is related to power . . . 
bus District 10 youngsters to M . L . King 
High School ... white flight doesn't 
bother me ... I look at my check and 
wonder what they are talking about . . . 
the city will survive ... [we want] 
equity ...

And representing the people of Manhattan, Borough 

President of M a n h a t t a n , Percy Sutton, offered the 

following very conci1iatory words [of note was that when 

he entered the auditorium and was spotted, he was given 

an immediate standing ovation by the Manhattanites in the 

audience]:

I represent all the people of Manhattan, 
black and white ... we are a society of 
many people ... its better we learn to 
1 i ve with each other ... we must live 
toge ther first in the schools ... but 
because we are a city of poverty we fight 
[over] crumbs . . . we get angry with each 
other ... we want the same things ... we 
want the best education possible for our 
chi ldren ... I have to work wi th Bobby 
Abrams ... if you expected me to be 
partisan 1 won' t be ... I'm here to see 
an equitable distribution of seats in JFK

On June 19, 19 7 6 the Education Committee of the

Coal i t ion met and announced that a decision had been 

reached by the Board of Education regarding the rezoning 

of JFK High School. Instead of adopting the previously 

announced plan involving a 50-50 Bronx-Manhattan division 

of the avai lable seats, the Bronx would get 300 more 

seats than Manhat tan. This meant that the previously
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existent status quo involving a 60-40 split between the 

Bronx and Manhattan had been reverted to, the same 

arrangement that existed before the rezoning meetings 

began. Put differently. JFK High School was originally 

set up for ci utilization level of 1 1 0 0  students per year. 

That utilization level was changed to 1500 students, and 

75% of those extra four hundred seats were allocated to 

District .10 in the Bronx and 25% were al located to 

Manhattan. Thus, a compromise had been reached, the 

Br onx and its principa1 1obbying organizat ion, the

Coalition, did not get an all District 10 JFK zone, nor 

did it get the western part of the Fordham-Bedford area 

included in the JFK zone, but it did get a more westerly 

boundary and the continued access of Kingsbridge Heights 

(or moire properly, a return to the boundary that existed 

before the Board's f irsi rezoning pro p osa 1 ) . In 

addition, more seats were allocated to the Bronx, thus 

allowing parochial school graduates from the northwest 

Bronx easier access to JFK High School.

Manhattan, on the other hand, did not get excluded 

from the JFK zone. In the face of great political 

pressure from the Bronx and its residents, it was able to 

maintain its share of seats from JFK and even add 100 

more , albeit less than the number of seats it originally 

got under the tentative plan first put out by the Central
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Board. Thus, though it got less than it had under the 

first plan, Manhattan still came out with more seats in 

the high school and continued access to JFK.

At the Coalition’s Annual Meeting, held December 4,

1976, six months after the Board of Education decision,

Peter Rosenbaum gave his Commi t tee's repor t to the

assembled membership saying:

. . . our calm and rational manner made an 
impression on Bertha Gordon [of the Board
of Education] ... the result was that 300 
additional seats were given to the Bronx 
... it was a victory for the Bronx. We 
hope in the future that more seats will 
be given [to us in District 10].

In fact, as stated above, what Peter Rosenbaum 

called a victory was at best a return to the status quo. 

Yes, the Coalition had succeeded in defeating the Central 

Board's proposed 50-50 plan for Bronx and Manhattan, but 

it had failed to convince the Board to create an all 

Bronx zone for JFK. Furthermore, it had failed to 

convince the Board to expand the eastern boundary of the 

JFK zone, to include the Fordham-Bedford and Norwood 

areas. The reasons for its failure probably lie in the 

countervailing power of Manhattan residents and perhaps 

in the Board's suspicions about the Coalition's motives. 

U l t i m a t e l y ,  one of its community associations, 

K i n g s b r i d g e  Heights, [Peter Rosenbaum's area of 

residence] was able to continue within the JFK zone, but
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residents of Fordham-Bedford and Norwood had to send 

their children to one of two segregated high schools, 

Theodore Roosevelt or Evander Chi Ids. In effect, the 

Board prevailed over residents of those neighborhoods so 

that they were forced to send their children to minority 

dominated schools, both of which had bad reputations.

The problem of race was the "Achilles Heel" of the 

Coalition and its program, one that united people 

together, while at the same time divided them. In 

Weber's formulation of the term, status is the basis for 

coming together, status groups are communities, sharing a 

level of social honor or prestige. Status groups form 

communities on the basis of religion, ethnicity, race, or 

other shared style of life. Shared status, community 

ties, culturally based solidarity was the basis for the 

strength of the Coalition. The core leadership group of 

the Coalition and most of the neighborhood activists of 

the Coalition shared a .real sense of "we-ness," and the 

bases for the "we-ness" were multiple: religion, for most 

of them were Catholic; ethnicity, for most were of Irish 

descent, and race, most of them were white. The other 

basis for solidarity were that the very core of the 

leadership were clergy, i.e. yet another status group, 

but one that shai’ed ascribed characteristics with the 

majority of other activists and residents. The final
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basis for unity among the core leadership group and the 

neighborhood activists of the Coalition was that most of 

them were working to middle class, with the clergy and 

college educated organizex-s and neighborhood activists, 

holding the highest levels of status. The majority of 

neighborhood people, including activists, were working 

class to lower middle class people. Thus, on mu11 i p1e 

bases, status was the key to understanding the solidarity 

of the Coalition.

However, status was at the same time the basis for 

division, both in the Coalition and in the neighborhood. 

In fact, the divisions in the Coalition simply reflected 

already existent divisions in the neighborhood. While 

status was the basis for uni ty in the Coal .i t ion, it was 

also the bas i s for divisions within the organization, 

especially as they existed between the minority dominated 

associations from south of Fordham Road and the white 

dominant ones north of Fordham Road. The majority of 

ne ighborhood residents south of Fordham Road were not 

Irish, but Latino and black; many were Catholic, but many 

were also Protestant, and of the Catholics, many were not 

comfortable with the Catholic style of the Irish clergy; 

and f i na 1 ly few of them were white. While there was 

little or no overt conflict wi thin the organization, it 

was the case that "grumbling" existed on the part
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minorities, e.g.at Annual Meetings, but even more 

importantly, on issues 1 ike of the rezoning of JFK High 
School and tenant screening, minority participation was 

virtually non-existent.

The re-zoning of JFK High School brought to the
\
\

surface the divisive issue of race. While it did not 

lead to overt hostility within the organ i za t i on, it did 

lead to hostility between the Coalition and the minority 

residents of Manhattan. The dilemma for the Coalition 

was how to sat i sf y the desire of its mostly white 

membership, especially north of Fordham Road, for quality 

education and at the same time not be racist in the 

pursuit of that goal, for to be so would not only have 

been wrong to most of the leadership, but also would 

alienate the growln g minori t y m e m bership i n the 

organization and of course the neighborhoods of the 

northwest Bronx. The Coalition knew that one of the keys 

to holding on to and even increasing its white middle 

class population was satisfying their desire for quality 

education. Since quality education in segregated New 

York City was only possible by sending children to 

schools dominated by middle class people, and middle 

class people in the Bronx and Manha ttan of the 1970s were 

mostly white, the Coalition chose to fight for the right 

of its constituency to attend a mostly middle class
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school, that was well integrated, but as everyone knew, 

was still white dominant. The argument it used in its 

campaign was not racist, but race was an underlying 

dynamic, for the whites of the northwest Bronx would not 

send their children to minority dominant high schools; 

they would move before they did that.

Of course, it would be a mistake to argue that the 

Coalition had no choice but to pursue the course it did. 

Yes, it is true that the campaign to get more seats in 

JFK was the practical one, perhaps the;- correct one, 

perhaps the expedient one. However, it is not the case 

that it was the only one open to the Coalition. One other 

possibility would have been to pursue a long and vigorous 

campaign for quality education in its local grade 

schools, junior high schools, and high schools. That it 

did not do this is related to the powerful divisions that 

existed among northwest Bronx residents, reflecting long 

standing divisions that continue to plague not only New 

York City, but the entire country. The next two chapters 

continue to deal with issue of divisions in the northwest 

Bronx as well as American society. But, chapter six deals 

with the divisiveness of class and chapter seven with 

action that helps to bring class solidarity and even 

rudimentary class consciousness.



Chapter Six

Coalition Struggle Against New York City in Fiscal Crisis

From the time of its establishment as an organization 

the Coalition engaged in struggle, or, put simply, in 

action directed against both public and private sphere 

institutions, agencies, and individuals. The common 

thread in all these act ions taken by the Coalition was 

that some individual, agency, or institution was 

perceived by the Coalition as adversely affecting the 

interests of the neighborhood. More concretely, some 

important resource or necessary service delivered to the 

northwest Bronx, such as ho us ing , Scini tat ion, pol ice 

protect ion, or park maintenance, was threatened. In the 

public sphere the power behind the delivery of services 

was city government, specifically, New York City . In 

the private sphere, power was multifocal, but in the 

economi c environment of the 1970s and 1980s, the most 

important centers of power over neighborhoods were banks 

and landlords. While the public and private spheres are 

by definition distinct, from the point of view of the 

Coalition what they had in common was their control over 

vital neighborhood resources; whether in the public 

domain or in the private domain what the municipal 

government and the local savings bank had in common was
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control over vital neighborhood resources and therefore 

each exercised power over the neighborhoods and 

communities of the northwest Bronx.

Thus, both the public and the private spheres were 

in a position to make decisions regarding the allocation 

of resources; to the northwest Bronx; while this of course 

is a normal state of affairs in American society, it can 

become problematic when the neighborhood, or at least 

important segments of it, decide that how those resources 

are allocated is unfair, unjust, and/or detrimental to 

the wellbeing of the neighborhood. This is precise ly 

what the Coalition did. The Coalition came into being 

because people like Paul Brant felt that the Bronx was 

being treated unfairly with regard to the delivery of 

services, that the Bronx was "getting shafted." He was 

able to find many others who felt as he did, i.e. that 

something had to be done to stop the downhill slide of 

the Bronx. The others he was able to convince were 

especially Catholic clergymen who formed the critical 

core or nucleus of the organization. But, in addition, 

there were countless other people, typically residents of 

the neighborhoods of the northwest Bronx, who felt that 

some important aspect of their lives was threatened and 

that something had to be done and that something could be 

done.



When the Coalition and its membership engaged in 

a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  those individuals, a g e n c i e s , or 

ins t i tut ions whose actions or policies were def ined as

threatening to their interests, an important element of 

its attack on any of the above involved the perception 

not only of threat but also of injustice. When the 

Coalition waged battle with the New York City Department 

of Parks, it argued that its policies were detrimental to 

the wellbeing of the neighborhood, but also unfair 

because the people of the northwest Bronx were good tax- 

paying citizens who did not deserve such shabby 
treatment. When the; Coalition fought the local savings 

banks it argued that bank policy was helping to destroy 

the housing stock of the northwest Bronx and that the 

banks were being u n f a i r  to the p e o p l e  of the 

neighborhood, for wasn' t it these same people who had 

helped make the banks the prosperous institutions that 

they had become? So, whether fighting the Parks 

Department or a local savings bank, the Coalition engaged 

in actions against powerful institutions that controlled 

an important resources affecting the lives of the people 

of the northwest Bronx.
These actions taken by the Coalition and its 

membership are best understood as class struggle, in the
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Marxian sense. As the British historian E.P Thompson 

writes:

. . . people find themselves in a society 
structured in determined ways(crucially, 
but not exclusively, in productive 
relations), they experience exploitation.
. . . they identify points of antagonistic 
interes t , they commence to struggle 
around these issues and in the process 
of struggling they discover themselves as 
classes, they come to know this discovery 
as class consciousness^^

The above quotation certainly applies to the Coalition 

and its membership, but not without explanation. First, 

it is a class struggle because it involves an economic 

issue and the allocation of scarce resources. The 

actions of the Coalition and its membership represent a 

clash between the economic interests of the neighborhood 

and its people versus the interests of capital, either 

directly as in the case of the banks, or indirectly, as 

in the case with New York City public agencies. Second, 

since the conflict takes place in the neighborhood and 

not the workplace, this is a case where the structure of 

exploitation is derivative of production relations, but 

not directly in productive relations. Local Savings 

Banks' refusal to invest depositors' money in local 

housing and their decision to invest it at higher returns

1°4e .p .Thompson, "Eighteenth-Century Society: Class
Strugg1e Without Class?, " Social History (May,1978), 
p.149
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outside the Bronx involves the banks' gaining at the 

expense of neighborhood residents, and was thus a clear 

cut case of exploitation. The City's decision to cut 

services to the northwest Bronx was the consequence of 

austerity imposed on the city by the financial community 

with the cooperation of local and state political 

leaders. Here again, with austerity, private interests 

gained at the expense of the citizenry, and so, this too 

counts as exploitation .

And thirdly, the nature of the class consciousness 

developed by Coalition activists is certainly not of the 

classic type [if there ever was such a thing] where those 

who s t r u g g l e  begin to perceive themselves as a 

p r o l e t a r i a t  e n g a g e d  in a struggle to overthrow 

Capitalism. As will be described below, their class 

consciousness is of a different order, but is nonetheless 

a type of class consciousness, one involving a 

recognition of antagonistic interests, shared interests, 

and a need to struggle to attain desired goals.

In this chapter, we will examine the nature of the 

struggle engaged in by the residents of the northwest

104 Erik 01 i n W r i g h t . Classes (L o n d o n : Verso
Editions, 1 9 8 5) , p p . 6 4 - 9 8 . Wright's a n a 1ys i s of 
exploitation is based heavily on the work of John Roemer, 
especially, A General Theory of Exploitation and Class.
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard Univers i ty P r ess,
1982 )
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Bronx. We will focus on the Coalition's campaigns in the 

public sphere, waged against the New York City Department 

of Sanitation and the Department of Parks [ The 

Coalition's private sphere campaign, waged against local 

sav i ngs banks , will be examined in the subsequent 

chapter]. The focus of this description and analysis will 

be on the nature of the struggle, its symbolic aspects, 

as well as its action component. Following this, we will 

analyze the relationship between the struggle and the 

characteristics of the Coalition as organization, 

focusing particularly on its leadership core and its 

Alinsky-1ike ideology.

At its Annual Meeting, held on December 6, 1975, the 

coalition membership passed a total of twenty-two 

resolutions. These resolutions became the working agenda 

for the Coalition during the subsequent year. While 

these resolutions dealt with a broad variety of 

neighborhood issues, most of them focused on the need to 

improve public sector delivery of services, including 

police protection, inspection of buildings to ensure 

delivery of heat and hot water, recognition of tenant 

groups by housing court, better maintenance of local 

parks by the New York City Parks Department, increased 

service by the New York City Sanitation Department, a 

change in the boundaries of a regional high school to
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allow northwest Bronx teenagers to attend, stopping the 

city from closing a local municipal hospital, and the use 

of new guidelines by the city's Human Resources 

Administration for the placement of welfare tenants in 

northwest Bronx buildings. Of the twenty-two resolutions 

only one dealt directly wi th the private sphere, 

Resolution, #19 on "Redl ining and Disinvestment" This 

issue would not however be confronted head on until the 

following year. Thus, the Coalition in its first full 

year of operation directed most of its resources at the 

publie sphere, attempting to improve the delivery of 

desperately needed services.

The background for this attempt at improving the 

delivery of services was the New York City fiscal crisis 

[already discussed in chapter one], a period when New 

York City found itself near bankruptcy and,as a result, 

cutting back on its delivery of services due to lack of 

sufficient revenue and mandatory cuts in its budget. 

Thus, while the Coalition was pressing for increased 

delivery of services, the city's government and the heads 

of its many departments and agencies were "crying 

poverty."

THE FIRST CAMPAIGN: THE COALITION CITY SERVICES COMMITTEE 
VERSOS
THE NEW YORK CITY SANITATION DEPARTMENT
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Acting on the resolution passed at its Annual 

Meeting, the City Services Committee began a campaign 

directed against the New York City Sanitation Department. 

The Committee's first public meeting was held on March 2, 

1976. A formal, written invitation was extended to the 

them Commissioner of Sanitation, Vaccarello. The letter 

read as follows:

Commissioner Vaccarello:
The Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy 
Coalition's City Servi ces committee is 
composed of representatives of eight 
Neighborhood Association's(sic) ... We 
h a v e  b e e n  t r y i n g  to improve the 
sanitation conditions on our streets.
The entire thrust of our Coalition's 
activities is aimed at the preservation 
and stabilization of our communi t ies.
The City s e r v i c e s  C o m m i t t e e , the 
Coalition's Board of Directors, and 
Bishop Patrick Ahern, Episcopal Vicar of 
the Bronx, all feel that poor sanitation 
ser i ously affects a neighborhood ' s 
vitality and morale. The Communities of 
the northwest Bronx watched recently as 
c o l l e c t i o n  s c h e d u l e s  b e c a m e  n o n ­
e x i s t e n t  , street sweepers all but 
disappeared and our streets fi1led with 
broken glass and trash. Abandoned cars 
remain as eyesores for months and stray 
dogs, cats, and even rats feed from the 
uncovered and uncollected garbage which 
waits days and even weeks to be picked 
u p . We expec t this s i tuat ion to be 
corrected.
The NWBBCCC City Services Committee is holding 
a meet ing on Tuesday, March 2,1976 on the 
issue of Sanitation. The meeting wi11 be held 
in the Parish Center at St. Phi 1 ip Neri {202nd 
Street and the Grand Concourse) at 8:00 PM.
The Commi t tee and our communities hope you 
will be able to attend to discuss these 
problems and arrive at some solutions.

Thank You.
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Ann Devenney, Chairperson 
NWBCCC City Services Committee

Of particular interest in the formal invitation is 

the "name dropping" to lend clout and an air of 

legitimacy to the then fledgling organization. Not only 

are the names of clergymen printed on the letter head, 

but also among those requesting the Commissioner ' s 

presence is "Bishop Patrick Ahern, the Episcopal Vicar of 

the Bronx." Furthermore, the Committee made it clear that 

copies were sent to the Mayor of the City of New York, 

Abraham Beame, and his first deputy mayor, John Zucotti. 

Of interest also is the site of the meeting, the Parish 

Center of St. Philip Neri Church, certainly not a neutral 

location, but one vested with the aura of the Catholic 

Church. All of these "moves" clearly represent an 

attempt by the Committee to send a message to the 

S a n i t a t i o n  D e p artment. They represent cues or 

significant symbols directed at getting the attention of 

a bureaucracy which it is hoped will be politically 

sensitive to a potentially influential organization. At 

this point the Coalition was an unknown organization, 

unheard of by municipal agencies; or the mayor. The 

Coalition wanted to impress its invited guests, to get 

them to come and to get them to do something about the 

condition of their neighborhood.
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On March 2, seventy-five residents representing all

of the Coalition community associations attended the

meet ing. Though Commissioner Vaccarello did not attend

the meeting,, he did send his Assistant Commissioner and

Director of Community Services Wootie McNeil and Bronx

Borough Superintendent Hartnett. The meeting began with

an opening statement by Bishop Ahern:

[ This meet ing is] ... dedicated to the 
principle that the "squeaky wheel" gets 
most of the attention . . . [ this] is a 
beaut i ful area of the city ... the 
country in the city . . . [our] problem is 
the South Bronx ... [it looks like]
London after the air raids ... [we have] 
a magnificent housing stock ...[but] 
deterioration scares us ... [we have] a 
problem of lack of cleanliness .... [we 
want to ] restore the maxim, 'cleanliness 
is next to g o d l i n e s s  ... a clean 
neighborhood is important for morale 
. . .[it] gets people to stay and raise 
their children, their children's ... one 
of our great realities is [ the need for ] 
sanitation . . . we have gone eleven days 
wi thout a garbage collection ...[there 
have been] ... no sweepers ... we ask,beg
f o r , and even clamor for some promises 
... a schedule held to . . . [ There are] 
more abandoned cars than owned cars . . .
[we want ] promises ... not a one shot 
deal . . . we want to establish a strong 
voluntary effort up here ... [we will do] 
anything reasonable, for example, one big 
spectacular clean up in the spring and 
t h e n  an o n - g o i n g  p r o g r a m  . . . a 
col labor at ive effort by your department 
... let's talk turkey ...1^5

^ ^ a l l  quo t a t i ons from this mee t i ng are from 
research notes, 1976.
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After the B i s h o p  spoke Mrs, D e v e n n e y , the

Chairperson of the City Services Committee took the floor

and talked about how the city "used to be" and finished,

saying "... please God it will come back the way it was

... " Upon finishing she introduced Monse igneur Me

Carthy, the President of the Coalition. He reiterated

what the Bishop had said, but added:

. . . we feel ignored . . . we want to work 
with you, we want to do our part . . we 
want it apparent that the northwest Bronx 
is a1ive, we11, and kicking.

Mrs. Devenney then turned to Assistant Commissioner 

McNeil and said: "We wi 11 now put the gentleman on the

hot seat, but we wi .11 be nice? about it."

Mr.McNeil began by stating that the Inspection 

Division of the Sanitation Department had been out by 

fifty percent due to the fiscal crisis; he then proceeded 

to discuss a new progreim of civilian sanitation patrols 

to monitor illegal and unsanitary health conditions. He 

requested the? ricimes of fifteen to twenty volunteers to 

sign up for this civilian patrol.

As the meeting proceeded, following a pattern of 

resident complaints and responses by Mr. McNeil, it 

became clear that the problem revolved around the 

residents' basic view that the neighborhood was getting 

inadequate service and the Sanitation Department's basic 

response was that it did not have the necessary resources
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to do the job. The Sanitation Department's answer to the 

fiscal crisis cut backs was to develop a number of 

community self-help programs to fill the resource gap. At 

one point Assistant Commissioner McNeil said: " ... we

need cooperation from the community ... we were cut from 

10,600 to 8,000 men ... and we aren't getting an eleventh 

hour reprieve [from the state] ...[there is] ... no more

money to help the department ... "

But as the dialogue continued, a number of residents

became impatient with the Assistant Commissioner's

explanation for why the Bronx was getting inadequate

service from the Sanitation Department. A man from the

audience got up and blurted out :

. . . this area is the most neglected of
the best areas in the city ... people in
this area are entitled to as good service 
as any other and I'm not blaming you 
people, the problem existed before you

Then, Monseigneur McCarthy, the President of the

Coalition got up and with obvious indignation said:

Cooperation, as you said, is necessary, 
and we will cooperate; we know what has
not been done, we want to know what will
be done. The (Borough) Superintendent 
has received complaints , [yet] he said 
the problem is not enough complaints ... 
we want to know what will be done!

The Monse igneur' s words obviously had pressed the 

right buttons because the audience gave him spontaneous



and sustained applause. Following Monseigneur McCarthy, 

speaker after speaker expressed in emotional, often angry 

terms the frustration that these neighborhood res idents 

felt in trying to get the New York City Sanitation 

Department to do its job. One woman from the Kingsbridge 

Heights area said that the civilian patrol solution would 

not work, that superintendents would just ignore them. 

Another man, from Mosholu Park, said he did not believe 

that putting grievances on index cards would do any good; 

he felt strongly that nothing would get done. A woman 

said that the sanitation workers were not doing their 

jobs, that half of them, s h o u l d  be sal a ried by 

performance, if you don't perform, you don't get an

increase in salary, like businesses and corporations 

[do]." A man said that this very day at 12:30 PM he saw

three sanitation trucks parked at ___   and

_________________Avenues; he said he wondered if the men

were " . . . .

shooting the breeze or having lunch."

The Assistant Commissioner responded to these 

complaints, saying that he would: "... act on them ....

item by item ..." He also added that: "... I'm not a
miracle worker . . . the problems of the city do not just 

belong on the back of the Sanitation Department ...[they 

belong] . . . on all those of the city." The meeting
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concluded with a decision to maintain an on-going 

dialogue between the Sanitation Department and a 

Coalition representative. They also agreed to meet again 

in two weeks to evaluate what progress, if any, had been 

made with regard to the residents’ complaints.

On Monday, March 2 2 , 19 7 6, there was an interim

meeting between the City Services Committee and northwest 

Bronx Sanitation Department administrators. Stemming 

directly from the previous meeting with Assistant 

Commissioner McNeil, the purpose of this meeting was to 

establish contact with local officials and to open the 

channels of communication between the Coalition and the 

Sanitation Department. Present at this meeting were four 

Sanitation Department District Superintendents, thus 

covering all the neighborhood associations of the 

Coalition. The City Services Committee was represented by 

Ann Devenney, the Chairperson, as well as John Riley, the 

Coalition organizer assigned to the Committee, and 

representatives from all the affiliated associations of 

the Coalition.

The meeting was noteworthy not so much for what was 

accomplished by the session as the general attitude of 

the four superintendents toward the Committee and the 

Coalition. This was a lesson in "community organization 

process" and perhaps could have been entitled," notes on



220

the n a t u r e  of s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  an e n t r e n c h e d  

bureaucracy. " As the meeting began, one of the first 

things that Superintendent B. wanted to know was, "How 

big is your organization?" Told about the general 

structure of the Coalition, he then began to "instruct" 

the C o m m i t t e e  on the value of following proper 

bureaucrat i c procedures with regard to registering 

complaints. He explained that they should not have dealt 

with the Commissioner's Office but instead with a local 

neighbor h o o d - b a s e d office, i.e. ONS or Office of 

Neighborhood Services.106

Members of the Committee were simply not interested 

in this type of instruction. In fact, the Commi t tee 

membership was well aware of proper procedure; one of the 

more common complaints voiced during the meeting with 

Assistant Commissioner McNeil was that the Sanitation 

Department did not respond to the residents' complaints. 

Thus, the Committee had chosen to deal with the more 

politically sensitive central administration; the 

Committee chose to deal with the center of power rather

■*-0® ONS was established during the administration of 
Mayor L i n d s a y ; it was created to decentralize the 
delivery of municipal services so as to make municipal 
government more responsive to the people. ONS offices 
were s u p p o s e d  to act as "little city halls" . 
Unfortunately, in the view of some observers, instead of 
making municipal government more responsive to the 
people, it simply created another layer of bureaucracy, 
further separating centers of power from the.people.
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than the periphery. Following proper bureaucratic 

procedure had led the Committee and the residents of the 

no r t hwe s t Bronx down a blind alley, where their 

complaints got no satisfaction. Going straight to the 

top may have been violating proper procedure, but it also 

got results. It appears that "the name dropping" used by 

the Committee in its letter of invitation to the 

Commissioner had been right on target in its obvious ploy 

to impress the powers that be about the clout of the new 

organization. Based on the beheivior of these four 

superintendents, the Department was indeed impressed by 

names and further impressed by the potential clout of the 

size of the Coalition. The lesson in proper procedure 

was a blatant attempt on the par t of normally well 

insulated bureaucrats to keep the people away from the 

center of power' and to protect their own positions. If 

they could convince the Committee to follow procedure, 

then they could protect themselves from an irate 

Commissioner who might demand that his district 
supervisors keep the people off his back. These men were 

shaken because the Commissioner's Office had apparently 

taken them to task and told them to deal with the 

Coalition's complaints. Where previously, they could 

ignore the complaints of the neighborhood's residents,
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with the entrance into the picture of a new and local 

center of power, i.e. the Coalition, they had to .listen.

The Committee members dismissed the lesson in proper 

procedure and quickly moved to a discussion of complaints 

about filthy streets, inconsistent garbage pick-ups, and 

the lack of enforcement by Sanitation Marshals of New 

York City ordinances regarding such things as store 

owners obligation to keep their sidewalks clean and 

building superintendents' obligation to place garbage 

.curbside on the day of sanitation pick-ups.
The Sanitation Department officials responded to 

these complaints by citing budget cuts and a general lack 

of adequate funding to properly do the job. The 

Committee would have none of that and asked rather 

pointedly why areas like the Lower East Side [a well 

known poverty area in Manhattan] got so much attention 

and the northwest Bronx so little. Committee members 

also a t t a c k e d  the i n t e g r i t y  of the Sanitation 
Department's workers, asking how many of the men were 

"moonlighting" and then sleeping on the job.

While the dialogue did at times get heated, with 

charges leveled at the department and counter charges 

thrown back at the Committee [e.g."we don't dirty the 

streets, people do!"], they did succeed in reaching a 

level of agreement with regard to a procedure for future
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complaints. John Riley asked, "Is there one person to

whom the Northwest Bronx community and Clergy Coalition

can give complaints?" One of the officials suggested

rather of f-handed l y , "Givem Tony." and it was decided

that Coali t ion complaints would be channeled through

"Tony, " the West Bronx Clerk, and if that didn't work,

then they should contact Day Commissioner Hartnett.

Toward the end of the meeting a M r ,M . , one of the

four District Superintendents, described to the Committee

the serious problem faced by the Serai tation Department of

rapidly deteriorating equipment. A Committee member from

Fordham-Bedford then asked, "What can we do to get you

new trucks?" Mr. M. answered, "Push the powers that be,

1ike the Mayor ... "

Finally, a t the end of the meeting, with the

participants having developed a certain rapport [1 ike two

boxers after a difficult bout], one official said:

You are at the [high] end of a continuum, 
from super clean to dirty . . . you get 
more because you are vocal ... others say 
nothing ... I'm not trying to break you 
up [say things that might lead to you 
disbanding] but how about ONS? You have 
to work with someone ...

T hu s ,  h e r e  was one last a t t e m p t  by the

administrators to convince the Committee to follow proper

procedure. Ironically, the result of this meeting was to

demonstrate to the Committee that going to the top was a

far1 more effective way of getting things done than
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following proper procedure. The Committee learned that 

the best way to shake things up, to light a fire under 

people, was to go to the center of power . While the 

operation of bureaucracy is supposed to be based on 

universalistic principles, even on rationality, clearly 

there is much about bureaucracy that has little or 

nothing to do with principles or rationality and much 

about it that has a lot to do with entrenched power and 

the use of that power to either get things done or 

protect one 1s position.

On Thursday, March 25, at 8 PM, the planned follow- 

up meeting between Assistant Commissioner McNeil and the 

City Services Committee took place. Mr.McNeil came alone 

and the C o m m i t t e e  had a 1 1 o f its a s s o c i a t i o n 

representatives present and some additional neighborhood 

res idents, totaling about fifteen people. None of the 

clergymen were present at this meeting, nor were they 

present at the previous interim meeting.

The mood of this meeting was friendly, informal, and 

even relaxed. There was much pre-meeting banter between 

Committee members and Mr. McNeil. When the small talk 

ended, the actual meeting began and it dealt with the 

specific issues regarding the neighborhood and the 

Sanitation Department. Committee members asked for 

information on neighborhood clean ups and how to set up a
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civilian patrol to monitor the sanitary conditions in the

neighborhood, especially the commercial areas. Mr.McNeil

supplied the information in a competent and authoritative

manner . He emphasized that the only way for the

Commi 11 ee to get things done was to cont inue to put

pressure on city officials. At one point in the meeting,

a committee member asked: "Isn't the Bronx losing out [on

its fair share of services ] ? [ I f this keeps up] ... the

p e o p l e  are gon n a  get v i o l e n t  ..." Mr. McNeil

responded,saying:

I'm here In an official capacity ... I 
advocate people power ... I can't say 
anything [more] ... the reasons the Bronx 
doesn' t have what i t needs . . . those 
around here know why ... I'm trying to 
give you a message ... I 'm saying things 
to you that I  really shouldn' t say . . . 
the reason I 'm here is because you made a 
good step ... you got an Assistant 
C o m m i s s i o n e r  [to c o m e  to y o u r  
n e i g h b o r h o o d  ] ... you united four
districts ... you've got ten [District 
Superintendent] B . going . . . tha t you 
couldn't do before [you were organized]
... things happen when people ask ...

Both John Riley and Anne Devenney responded 

indicating that they had seen results in the area. Mrs. 

Devenney added, "It took us years to get you ... dealing 

with local people [we] got no where."

On July 22, 1976 the City Service Committee issued

an "Information Sheet" to all the member associations of
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the coalition. Regarding the Sanitation Department, the

sheet read:

We have been working with Assistant 
Commissioner McNeil and his Communi ty 
Service Office. He and his office have 
been helpful in resolving many problems 
we have with local Sani tat ion Officials 
and assisting volunteer efforts.
For complaints such as missed pick­
ups, spillage, dirty streets, etc. call 
the District Office and Borough Office
first . If there is no response call
McNeil's Office.

The " Informa11on Sheet" then listed the names and 

telephone numbers of all District Superintendents, the 

Borough Superintendent, the Assistant Commissioner 

[McNeil], the local ONS worker, and the Self Help Office.

T bus , i n 11 s f i r st c a mp a 1 g n , the Co a 1 i t: ion's City 

Services Committee was successful in its struggle against 

the New York Ci ty Department of Sani tation. It had taken 

action against a public agency whose decision about 

resource allocation had adversely affected the welfare of 

northwest Bronx neighborhoods and its residents. Their 

success involved a kind of standing up and being counted 

type of action; the Committee became the "squeaky wheel" 

the got the oil. In an environment of austerity, of 
scarce and even dwindling resources, the Committee had 

succeeded in getting the attention of an important 

service delivery agency of New York City government and
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in opening up a permanent line of communication between

it and the agency. The Committee had also achieved a

victory by democrat t izing the resource allocat ion process;

by opening up a line of communication between the

neighborhood and a city agency, it gave the people of the

northwest Bronx greater input into the way in which city

resources are allocated to neighborhoods (or at least

those that went to the northwest Bronx) . They had

succeeded in making an important branch of municipal

government more responsive to the needs of the people and

in that sense more democratic. They did this not by

following proper procedure but by ignoring it and going

to the center of power. They achieved results not by

dealing with the bureaucracy but instead by dealing with

elected and/or high level appointed officials.

SECOND CAMPAIGN: CITY SERVICE COMMITTEE VERSUS NEW YORK
CITY PARKS DEPARTMENT

The City Service Committee's Ccimpaign against the

New York City Parks Department began on June 16, 1976,

and lasted until September 22, 1976, culminating in a

meeting with the then Deputy Mayor of New york City [and 

boss of the Bronx Democratic Party apparatus] Stanley 

Friedman. The campaign involved two public meetings with 

Parks Department officials, including the Commissioner of 

Parks, two private meetings between the Committee and the 

Parks Department, and at least five Committee planning
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sessions. The Committees's goal in this campaign had been

stated in writing at the Coalition's Annual Meeting, held

the previous December. The Resolution dealing with the

Parks Department read as follows:

We . . . resolve that the NWBCCC shall 
e s t a b l i s h  a nd s t a f f  a comini t t e e 
represent i ng any agreeable neighborhood
associations to attempt to get the NYC
Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Affairs 
Department to respond to the community's 
r e q u e s t  for r e g u l a r  m a i n t e n a n c e  
schedules, emergency repairs for rapidly 
deteriorat ing facilities and some long 
r a n g e  c o m m 1 t m e  n t s f o r f u t u r e  
rehabilitation. The committee could
provide much needed community input into
the Parks Department by pinpointing 
particular communi ty problems. 11 could
also help to coordinate any local 
voluntary programs and help create more 
community concern and interest for the 
Parks of the Northwest Bronx.^0 7

On June 16, 1976 the Committee held its first public- 

meeting with representatives of the New York City Parks 

Department. As was true of the Committees's meetings 

with the Sanitation Department, the site chosen for the 

meeting was a parish center, but this time i t was the 

parish center of St. Nicholas of Tolentine Church. 

App r ox i ma t e1y thirty communi ty residents, five Coali t ion 

organisers, and two activist Catholic clerics, a nun and 

a priest, at tended the meet ing. The Parks Department was 

represented by an Assistant Parks Commissioner Jethwani,

107 NWBCCC f i l e s , 1975
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the Director of Maintenance and Operations, Clyde Jones, 

and four other lesser officials. The meeting was again 

chaired by the Chairperson of the City Services 

Commi ttee, Anne Deveney.

All of the invited officials as well as the 

chairperson were seated on a large table in the front of 

the room. Dominating the*- table, as a clear visual prop, 

was a four foot tall stalk of weeds (recently pulled from 

one of the parks in the northwest Bronx). There was a lot 

of pre-meeting snickering by the audience as they entered 

the room and laid eyes on the stalk of weeds.

The meeting began with the distribution of a written

statement by the Committee detailing the position of the

Coalition. The statement read as follows:

These demands are presented on behalf of 
the residents of the Northwest Bronx by 
our c; o m m i t t e e  wh i c; h r e p r e s e  n ts 8 
neighborhood associations. Our purpose is 
quite simple: Save Our Parks. Our groups 
have attended meeting after meeting and 
have had enough. The present policies of 
deterioration must be thrown out. We 
want firm written agreements that the 
problems presented today will be acted 
upon. We cannot and will not take no for 
an answer. We will not accept budget 
cuts as a blanket excuse.

Immediately following the above statement, there was a 
list of demands. The demands were as follows:

1) We want schedules of various park services

2 ) We wan t to know exactly wha t kind of 
support we will receive from Parks for clean 
ups.
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3) We want dates established when Parks 
officials and community residents can tour 
local parks to pinpoint problems.
4) We want Action Wow on the specific 
complaints to be presented today by the 
individual local groups on parks in their 
neighborhoods.
5) We want the Parks Department to intercede 
with the Police Department to obtain a special 
effort to improve Enforcement of the law in 
our parks.
6) We want our Proportional Share of All Parks 
Dept. manpower and equipment for the Northwest 
Bronx.
7) We want a firm commitment that supervisory 
staff will be i n s t r u c t e d  to increase 
productivity in the parks and to act on 
communi ty complaints

The final paragraph of the statement was short but very

important, stating:

It is our intention to follow-up on all 
these agreements to see that they are 
faithfully carried out arid that the Parks 
and Recreational facilities of the 
Northwest Bronx are saved.

After each of the demands was written:

AGREED? Y e s __________ NO___________108

Mrs. Devenney opened the meeting with a statement.

Her words summed up the Committee's perspective :

. . . The Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy 
Coalition . . . [represents] .... approximately 
800,000 people . . . serving as an umbrella 
organization ..- Individually we can do nothing 
.... so we play the numbers game or else City 
Hall does nothing . . . uni ted we stand, divided 
we fall ... we want commitments, not words ...

108 NWBCCC files, 1976
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we know of the pressures downtown ...[but] we 
want a slice of the pie.

Following Mrs. D e v e n n e y 's statement Assistant

Commissioner Jethwani took the floor and began by

asserting his agreement with the Chairperson's analysis

of the situation regarding city government:

[Mrs. Devenney is ] ... right about downtown [City
Hall] . . . [they do play] . . . the numbers game 
. . . [and] . . . all they say is cut .... Washington is 
not helping ... all we do is listen to the Emergency 
Financial Control Board . . . [while] . . . the pub 1 ic 
should be our only bosses ...

At that point, Mr. Jethwani was interrupted by a 

member of the Committee and told quite pointedly that the 

community did not want to hear of budget cuts and that it 

would not accept the cuts as an excuse for deteriorating 

parks, The motion was that Mr. Jethwani move immediately 

to the first demand.

The motion was passed almost unanimously by the 

people in attendance and the next hour or so consisted of 

often heated exchanges between Parks Department officials 

and the residents in attendance. Neighborhood leaders 

representing each of the eight associations of the 

Coalition voiced specific complaints regarding the lack 

of adequate maintenance and upkeep of their local parks 

and recreation areas. Though told that the community did

This quotation and all subsequent ones in this 
section are research from the same meet ing, 6/16/76
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not want to hear of budget cuts, the Parks Department

officials constantly fell back on the cuts as the reason 

for their inability to maintain the parks in proper

condit.ion.The general attitude of the people in 

attendance was anger and frustration, coupled with an 

obvious willingness to cooperate in any way possible to 

help in getting the parks cleaned up. Three statements 

by the residents symbolically capture the prevailing mood

The first was by a woman from the immediate area of

University Heights who said:

The community has held two recent clean­
ups. . . we will do our part as volunteers
but we want your help.

A local priest made a rather impassioned statement, 
saying:

we will supervise your workers ... give us your 
work schedules; its our city, our money, our 
parks . . . we will work with you . . .

His words were followed by loud and spontaneous applause

. His emotional statement clearly echoed the sentiments

of the other residents. Finally, toward the close of the

meeting, a neatly dressed middle-aged woman, obviously

frustrated and upset, stood up and said:

We talk about the city as if it were a 
god . . . people have to take control . . 
we're going to have a second American 
Revolution and I'm no revolutionary . . . 
the whole city is going bad ... we're all 
acting like Paul Revere is saying 'the
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British are coming' and everyone ignores 
him.

I n the face of this s t r o n g  o u t p o u r i n g  of 

neighborhood anger and frustration, Mr. Jethwani over and 

over again tried to convince the people that the problem 

was that his staff had been cut, cut from a high of 6,000 

employees to 3,000. In the end, Mr. Jethwani acceded to 

all the demands except number six, which called for a 

"... proportional share of all Parks Department manpower 

and equipment for the northwest Bronx". He said that this 

was not possible because of the different needs of each 

borough. At the request of the Committee, the Assistant 

Commissioner signed a written statement agreeing to meet 

the Committee's demands. When asked by Mrs. Deveney , 

". . . can we depend on your commitment . . .?" Mr. Jethwani 

replied, "If I don't [meet your demands], you can get me 

fired ..."

In his book, Primitive Rebels , Eric Hobsbawm 

describes and analyses the struggle of people against 

domination and exploitation. The people he writes about 

are aware of their own suffering but they lack the 

conceptual tools to properly analyze their situation. 

Instead of interpreting in political or even general 

systemic terms, they concretize; they see events as 

related to the policies of an individual or simply
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corruption.110 What :is significant though is that in 

their own way they do indeed oppose attempts to inflict 

harm on t h e m ; they are not passive in the face of 

oppression or exploitation. To some extent the residents 
of the northwest Bronx struggle like H o b s b a w m 's 

"primitive rebels." The residents who gathered in the St. 

Nicholas of To1ent i ne par i sh center were angry and 

frustrated at what was happening to the parks in their 

neighborhoods. They were painfully aware of the terrible 

conditions that existed in their children's play areas, 

in the lack of adequate maintenance of parks and 

recreational facilities, and in the almost complete lack 

of adequate response by the city to what was occurring. 

While they do not use terms like "exploitation," 

"oppression,” "alienation, " or "bureaucratic control," 

they do talk in symbolic terms about similar processes. 

People saying things like "Its our city, our money, our 

parks ..." and "We talk about the city as if it were a 

god . . . people have to take control ... " clearly mean

that they are aware of the control being exercised over 

them by outside forces, even alien forces. They are 

aware of the antagonistic interests that make decisions 

affecting their lives based on different criteria than 

they would use. Even the Assistant Commissioner of Parks

Eric Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels (New York: Norton, 1355}
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acknowledges that all the city does is "listen to the 

Emergency Financial Control Board ", which operates on 

the basis of a bottom line mentality rather than one that 

has the needs of the people uppermost in mind.

Sociologists have often portrayed the working 

classes as fatalistic, and generally accepting of 

governmental and corporate authority; here we see working 

class people struggling against governmental bureaucratic 

authority, against a government that appears unresponsive 

to their needs, against a government that "listens to the 

Emergency Financial Control Board" more than it listens 

to its people. It's no wonder that these "primitive 

rebels" begin to talk about "revolution" when they are 

the furthest things from revolutionaries.  ̂̂

On June 2 8 the Committee met to discuss whether 

there was any change in the condition of the parks in 

each of the Coalition association neighborhoods. The 

Committee members were in agreement that little or 

nothing had been done by the Parks Department in the two 

weeks since the meeting with Assistant Parks Commissioner 

Jethwani. The Committee decided that their next move 

would be an unannounced, "surprise" visit to the 

headquarters of the Parks Department. Located in New York

More recent sociological literature has 
corrected this glaring error, e.g.the work of people like 
Susser, Katznelson, DiFazio,Kornblum, and Castells.
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The Committee members said that they would try to get as 

many people as possible to go arid that they would notify 

local elected officials of their plans. Toward the close 

of the meeting, Ann Devenney was musing aloud about the 

condition of the parks and said,"... its our fault, we 

let it happen ...[now] ... lets let the 'high ’ 

boys know what we are doing ... the politicians need our 

votes . . . we are consumers now, and this is consumers' 

action." She went on to tell a story about her grandson 

who asked her if she was going to the Democratic 

Convention [which was be;ing held in New York City in 

1976 ] . She said that she told him she was going but
. I may not go inside but outside I ’m thinking of 

picketing ... with a sign for the out-of-staters [to see]

"I'm From The; Bronx, No One Knows Us" ... won't that 

embarrass the city democrats!"

Mrs. Devenney had a unique way of capturing the 

ethos of the Committee and its membership. This was a 

sixty year old, working class grandmother, long time 

resident of the northwest Bronx, devout Catholic, of 
Irish-Aiiierican heritage, who, to quote one observer, "... 

had already been uprooted from one apartment by Robert 

Moses and his George Washington Bridge [ramp], and had no
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i n t e n t i o n  of being dislodged again because her 

neighborhood was being allowed to fall apart. " H 2  Most 

noteworthy was the way in which she understood the 

struggle of the Committee against the Parks Department. 

Using the symbols of what might be called "received 

political culture" she saw the struggle as "consumers’ 

action." Instead of seeing the Committee as a working 

class, as a p r o l e t a r i a t ,  or eve n a n o p pressed 

minority , [ the committee was 'mixed racially, but mainly 

white working class] Mrs. Devenney described the struggle 

in politically acceptable terminology, the terminology of 

a consumer society. She then echoed the classic dictum 

of laissez-faire capitalism; while she doesn't say 

"caveat emptor," she does say, "Its our fault, we let it 

happen." While her words and actions ail indicate 

struggle, s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s i o p p o s .i n g forces a n d 

antagonistic Interests, her language is that of the 

market place.

But, the relationship between the government and Its 

people is not supposed to be like a market: relation, with 

the "buyer being weary", nor for that matter Is it 

supposed to involve antagonistic interests, for in a 

democracy government is by the people and for the people. 

Mrs. Devenney1s reconciliation of the contradiction

 ̂ Jonnes , I o c . c i t . p ,355
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between her ideas about democracy and the reality that 

surrounds her of an unresponsive government is to subtly 

modify the definition of democracy from a form of 

government that represents the interests of the people to 

one that operates through a market system in which the 

people become consumers in a marketplace and presumably 

where market power reigns supreme. If you get a raw deal, 

its your own fault. While Mrs. Devenney's analysis of the 

situation is quite appropriate in terms of contemporary 

political culture, it is certainly a departure from the 

democratic ideal of government with the consent of the 

governed, even government by the people, and not the 

interests of the Emergency Financial Control Board. Mrs. 

Devenney's fineil anecdote on the Democratic Convention is 

indeed ironic, in that she seems to feel that her place 

is more on the outside than on the inside; she feels that 

as a Bronxite she is ignored. While Mrs. Devenney is 

indeed a Bronxite, is it possible that Bronx!tes exist 

all over the land but what they lack is an understanding 

that being a Bronxite is not related to geography but 

instead to a state of mind and a place in society?

On the morning of July 1, ten Committee members 
went to Parks Department headquarters to speak to 

Commissioner Lang. Arriving at 9:30 AM Mrs. Devenney 

told the Commissioner's secretary that they wanted to
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appointment, Mrs. Devenney replied that they did not. 

The secretary then responded that they could not see the 

Commissioner without an appointment and that they could 

not just walk in "en masse' as they had done. Mrs. 

Devenney told her that the Committee had requested such a 
meeting several times and had not received any response . 

As the exchange between the Committee members and the 

secretary became somewhat heated the secretary suggested 

that the group " was unruly" . Mrs. Devenney retorted 

saying, "... we are responsible citizens and taxpayers 

and we have a right to see our commissioner . . . . " The 

secretary than asked the group to wait outside in the 

hallway. At approximately 10:15 AM Commissioner Lang 

walked in and members of the Committee politely asked if 

they could have five: minutes with him. Taking their

letter and the list of complaints, Mr. Lang said that lie 

would see if he could arrange a few minutes with them. 

At 10:40 AM after having waited for an hour and ten 

minutes, the Committee entered his office and the meeting 

with Commissioner Lang began.

The following represents an abbreviated summary of 

the meeting, touching on the principal issues and most 

important dialogue of the session. Present at the 
meeting were members of the Committee, Commissioner Lang,
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Assistant Commissioner Jethwani, Director of Operations 

and Maintenance Jones, and Bronx Farks Manager Glavey:

Com.Lang. 
ago; its 
share.
Di . Jones 
but

I walked through the Bronx a few weeks

C.M. [Comini 
around

true, y o u ’re not getting your fair

The northwest Bronx is getting shafted, 
the facts are that we are trying 
to do something that has not been 
done in years; we are trying to 
run this department with one-half 
the manpower of last summer. Last 
July we had 12,400 men; today we 
have 6,700. Last year we had 
$3,700,000, now we have $400,000 . 
T h e city's fiscal crisis has 
reduced a 11 11 s serv.1 ces , bu t the 
Parks Department is low man on the 
tote in p o 1 e . A s f a r a s b e 11 e r 
service to the northwest Bronx 
this summer, there really cannot 
be any compromise because the 
beaches come first, they have to 
have 1i f eguards. 

ttee Member]: How come there* is no broken glass

The Arsenal? 
that way?

Why can’t the northwest Bronx be

Com. Lang: I can't position people there. I know your 
complaints are legitimate; I have people from 
other neighborhoods coming in with the same 
complaints.
Right now we are doing our best to "spread the 
scarcity". This productivity issue is a lot of 
bull. If there is a problem with the men, its 
that they've been affected by the layoffs. 
They feel very apprehensive.

C.M. is that government 
when they ar

workers can't
u np roductive. If 

can productivit y be

Com.Lang

C.M,

The problem 
be fired, even 
you
h a v e n o m a n p o w e r 
increased?

There is one solution; we need more 
volunteers. Do you know that there have been 
three threats against my life because of 
these layoffs?

If you have such a serious financial problem, 
why is it that your officials came to the last
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meeting in chauffeur driven limousines? Why is 
money spent on this?

We are paying for services and we are not
getting

them.
In April and May of this year when the beaches 
were not open we still had no services. We 
are not talking about a manpower shortage, we 
have never had a proportional share. And to 
top it off, you p e o p 1 e go a r o u n d  in 
chauffeured limousines.
At the June 16 meeting Parks officials agreed 
to meet our demands but nothing has yet been 
done; all we are asking is that work crews 
come around periodically; we have a very 
active community with a lot of volunteers; we 
even patrol our own streets at night. We will 
cooperate with your department but we want to 
k no w wha t yo u will do a b o ut spec i f i c 
complaints

Com. Lang. I cannot give any assurance that any of these 
specific demands will be met. All I can do is 
cooperate with your volunteer groups.

C.M. We are one of the few taxpaying areas left in
the Bronx; we deserve better treatment.

Com.Lang. I will do this; I will review this with Mr.
Glavey and I will work with Mrs.Devenney and 
Mr. Glavey.

Meeting Ends at 11:35 AM113

In a press release issued by the Committee after the 

meeting, Committee; member Harvey Simon was quoted as 

saying: "The Commissioner told us he is working for the

survival of our parks. What he's doing is not working, 

because they are not surviving." The last paragraph of 

the press release read: "The Committee plans to continue

to pressure the Department to do the job it is being paid

° Research notes , 7/1/76
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to do and will also contact elected officials concerning

their responsibility to the people and parks of the

Northwest Bronx."

On July 22, approximately three weeks after the

meeting with Commissioner Lang, the City Services

committee met to discuss whether1 there was any visible

change in the condition of northwest Bronx parks and

recreation areas. During the time before the actual

meeting began there was much informal conversation among

the Committee": members; as they exchanged accounts of their

recent experiences with the Parks Department. The

represents!1ve form Kingsbridge Heights, Pat B. gave the

following account of her experience:

Last Saturday we [The Kingsbrige Heights 
Neighborhood Association] had a community 
clean-up of Fort Four Park; all we got from the 
Parks Department was broken promises. A few 
weeks ago when we told them about our project 
they prom ised us a truck, twenty-five rakes, 
and fifty pounds of grass seed. A week later
they called and said they could only give us
the trucks, five rakes, and five pounds of 
grass seed. Then last week they called again 
saying they could not spare a truck. The day 
before the clean-up we had not heard a thing 
from them so we sent a telegram to Lang. On 
the day of the clean-up, four Parks people 
showed up, four men to supervise five rakes!
They did nothing else, they just hung around.
And, Mr. Pink us, the supervisor, came over to 
me and said, "Only twenty-five people for the 
clean -up? I thought you would have a lot 
more." That is all he could say. Imagine, they
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Committee members were upset about Fat's account. 

Nevertheless, it seemed to further confirm their beliefs 

about the Parks Department. Joe Muriano, a Coalition 

O  Jl* Q  3. Ii i ̂  0  3.‘ from the Kingsbridge Heights are ci , 3  Iso hoiC?

"horror story". He said that the other day he saw a Parks 

Department truck parked by Marian and Mosholu Parkway and 

the t hree men in the truck were a 11 sleeping . To 

Commi t tee members, these a.ccounts did no t represent 

aberra t ions ; the f ac; t tha t ther e were so many such 

stories only proved to Committee members that the Parks 

Department was unproductive and basically inept.

The formal meeting began with eleven members in 

attendance, including three Coalition organizers, John

Riley, Joe Muriano, and Carlos ___ . The focus of the

meeting was on what to do next. They agreed that they 

needed more publicity, over and above local newspapers 

like the Bronx Press Review and the Journal News [two low 

circulation county or neighborhood newspapers, with the 

former circulating in Bronx county and the later only in 

the Riverdale and Kingsbridge areas]. They felt that they 

had to do something to dramatize the problem. People were

«•] n This and subsequent quotations from this meeting 
are based on research,7/22/76
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dissatisfied with Commissioner's response to their 

complaints. Everyone agreed that Lang had, in effect, 

told them that either they do voluntary clean-ups or they 

get nothing. A group of Hispanic young men from the 
South Fordham Organisation [in the southern part of the 

Coalition's area, bordering on the South Bronx], said 

that they had actually "taken over" the care and 

maintenance of their local park. They said that what 

they do now is "... bring brooms to them [the park 

employees] and tell them to clean."

Like the previous "horror" stories, this one further 

indicated to the Committee that something out of the 

ordinary had to be done. Carlos, the organizer from the 

South Fordin am neighborhood, said that he had a group 

forty volunteers cleaning the park. He said, "... why 

should park people be paid [if they're not doing the 

work] ; these kids could earn $50 a week [and] . . . at

least they are working." John Riley agreed and added that 

"... we've had thirty clean-ups in the area and thousands 

of kids , . . [could be earning money]." Ann Deveney 

suggested that the Committee meet with Borough President 

Abrams to discuss their ideas. The Committee members 

disagreed, feeling that he has nothing to do with the 

problem, nor can he be of any help. The Committee than 

decided to make a list of the number of volunteers from



each of the member associations who have helped clean-up 

local parks. The intent was to publicise through a press 

release that the work in local parks was being done by 

community groups, and not by the Parks Department. After 

compiling the list John Riley asked the Committee: "Has

any group gotten any help from Parks?" The spontaneous 

and unanimous answer was, "No."

John Riley then suggested that a press release read: 

"Phase Out Parks Department: Use Money for Better

Purposes." Agreeing on Riley’s proposal for a press 

release, Pat Burns added : "If we are going to fire the

Parks Department, we: have to do something dramatic . . . . 

because other boroughs have the same problem".

Jumping quickly on Fat's statement, Mrs. McG. said: "I

like that, "Fire the Parks Department" ..." The Committee 

was at this point visibly excited at the prospect of 

"Firing the Parks Department". That phrase seemed to be 

the answer to the "drama tic-something" that they had been 

groping for. Feeling emotional about the idea, but with 

some t repidat ion, Pat B. said, "... this shouldn't be

done just by us ... the whole Coalition should be 

involved." John Riley responded, reminding her that " 

This is the Coalition ... we represent the Coalition .... 

I'll contact Father McCarthy [the President of the 

Coalition and Chairman of its Board of Directors] and get
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his support." Having settled on the theme of their 

action, the Committee continued to wrestle with a plan of 

action. Pat suggested that they ask their elected 

officials not to allot money to the Parks Department. 

She said that their incompetence was not due to the 

budget cuts, that this was not a new problem but one that 

has existed since before the cuts. Mrs.McG. suggested 

that they meet with a union representative. She argued 

that since the problem was productivity, why not discuss 

it with the union itself? Committee members did not feel 

t h i s w a s a g o o d t a c t i c . J o h n R i 1 e y , somewhat 

rhetorically asked, "Do you really feel that we can get 

the unions to change?" Abandoning Mrs. McG.•s suggestion, 

Mrs. Devenney and John Riley agreed that given the 

limited resources of the Parks Department the problem was 

the proper allocation of money, for example less for 

recreation and more for clean-ups. Summing up, Ann 

Devenney asked, "What is the specific thing John should 

do . . . we have the press release, "Fire Them" . . . Issue 

pink slips ... what else?

Mrs. Me G. said, "If we can get rid of the Methadone 

center, we can do this." Another committee member said, 
"Yes, in unity there is strength!" Summing up, Ann 

Deveney said,"Our young children have never seen a clean 

park; they think its supposed to have broken bottles and
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.... women have to go to bars for t h e i r  children to go to 

the bathroom."

The Committee met again on July 27 to further 

discuss their plans. Like the previous meeting, it was 

held at the St. Philip Neri Farish Center. Approximately 

fifteen people attended the meeting. The discussion 

centered on the specifics of a public meeting in which 

the Committee would "Fire the Parks Department". As to 

the focus of the meeting, thr & id ]j cl J. i.' JJ in1 s w e r e 

discussed: 1) that nothing was done before the budget

crisis and nothing has been done since, 2) that they were 

going to "fire" the Parks Department and meet with 

politicians to discuss alternate ways of caring for the 

parks, and 3) that the crucial issue was maintenance. 

They agreed to meet one more time before the big public 

meet ing.

On August 12, the Committee met one last time before 

the public meeting. Sixteen Committee members attended. 

A copy of the public meeting’s agenda was handed out as 

well as the 1e tIer s ent to invit ed guests, i.e. 

politicians. The meeting was Informal and relaxed. 

There was little of the give and take of previous 

sessions. This was due to the fact that the strategy had 

already been decided. The purpose of the meeting was to
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inform Committee members about the general format of the 

public meeting. After the information was given the 

session became quite ''chatty''. One woman reiterated a 

previously voiced theme, saying "... its a shame that the 

kids today didn't have the benefit of clean parks . . . 

they can’t even go to French Charlies [a neighborhood 

baseball field] because of the muggers ..." Mrs. 

Devenney then commented that, "... the clo ck sw j. ngs l buck 

and forth] . . . we want our fair share . . . this part of 

t h e B  r o n i A cl been neglected ... the whole Bronx [has 

been neglected]."

Two days before the public meeting it was decided 

that an attempt would be made to convince Commissioner 

Lang to attend the meeting. It seems that he had called 

and informed the Committee that he could not attend. 

Though the Committee had not previously counted on his 

attendance, a change of plans occurred. John Riley 

called up Committee members and asked them to call 

Commissioner Lang and complain that he was not going to 

attend. Thus a kind of neighborhood telephone fan-out 

was organized in which a large number of neighborhood 

residents called the Commissioner's office with the same 
complaint. The pressure tactic worked, for the next day 

the Commissioner informed the Committee that he would 

indeed attend the public meeting.
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On the night of August 17, 1976 approximately 300

neighborhood residents showed up for the public meeting 

with Commissioner Lang. The St. Philip Neri Parish Center 

was divided into three sections: a dais in the front for 

invited guests, a middle section for each of the 

Coalition association's local park committees, seated on 

ten different tables, one for each of the parks in the 

northwest Bronx, and a large section, using most of the 

hall, for the neighborhood residents. The dais and the 

middle sections were bedecked with signs and placards. 

Above the dais were signs identify i ng the eigh t 

associations of the Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy 

Coalition . On each of the tables in the middle section 

was a sign identifying the local park: Williamsbi'idge

Oval, Fort, four, Cedar Park, Mosholu Park, Aqueduct Park, 

Poe and St. James Parks, Echo Park, Belmont Park, Rose 

Hill Park, and Harris Field. In addition there were four 

large placards pasted on columns in the forward area of 

the hall, visible for all to see, reading:

COMMISSIONER: WHEN DO WE GET OUT FAIR SHARE? 

SAVE OUR PARKS

REMEMBER THE BRONX? W E 'RE STILL HERE!

WE PAY THE TAXES, WE WANT SERVICES'

To inform residents about the issues involved in the
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public meeting, an open letter was given to every 

resident as he/she entered. The letter read as follows:

The issue is very clear. Our Parks are a mess. 
We have spoken to Parks Department officials for 
months and years and still our parks get worse. 
It’s not a new problem and it's not due to "budget 
cuts." Our parks and recreational facilities have 
been going steadily downhill and now Parks has si 
wonderful excuse for not doing the job it hasn't 
done for years; we have no men , we ha ve no 
equipment, we have no money.

Well, there is something left. The problem is 
it is not being used effectively. Even when local 
groups asked for support for all volunteer cleanups 
and summer youth programs to work in the parks we 
were given a run. around and turned away. We are now 
doing more in the Parks than the people WE PAY to 
maintain them. WE are sweeping, raking and painting 
and we are doing it all on our own.

We have given the Co m mIs s i o n er lists of 
specific complaints to act on. We want our fair 
share of manpower and equipment. We need mechanics 
to keep equipment moving and "spruce-up" contracts 
to make routine repairs. Neighborhood Parks, not 
pet project; s a n d special eve n t s m u s t b e top 
priority. We DEMAND that Parks make an honest 
effort to do its job.

The Committee, representing 8 Neighborhood 
Associations and ever si dozen parks, has asked for 
these things time and time eigain. The response from 
Parks has been we can't do it. Its time to hold 
them accountable. If they can’t do their job then 
there is no reason to go on paying them!

Feel free to speak out about your park tonight. 
We hope you wi.11 continue to support our efforts to 
same pour parks and neighborhoods.  ̂̂ 5

Besides neighborhood residents, a large number of 

Coalition community organizers and other paid staff were 

present, including the Coalition's Executive Director, 

Jim Mitchell. A Cha n n e l  2 news team was also

115 NWBCCC f i l e s , 8/17/76
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conspicuously present, filming and interviewing. Right 

before the meeting was about to begin Monseigneur 

Shannon, Pastor of St. Philip Neri Church [and a cleric 

who once had the honor of lesiding the prayer for 

the opening of a session of the United States Congress]

passed through and informally wished the residents of the

neighborhood and staff of the Coalition "good luck."

As had become the custom, the City S e r v ices 

Chairperson, Ann Devenney, opened the meeting, saying:

. . . glad to see so many people interested in 
our parks ...[this is the] ... Bicentennial Year ... 
united we: stand, divided we: fall , . . [ there are]
little children . . . [who have] . . .never seexi a clean 
park, a park not vandalized .. a clean sand box ... 
[they] look like glass boxes. . . [we are] grateful 
to Commissioner Lang [and] to members of the City 
administration [who have] ... come to us [ tonight ] 
... [I am] . . . also glad to see the clean-ups of 
parks by the kids ... as tax payers of New York
City we ride dirty, filthy subways ... [we] at least 
want clean parks ... I bring my grandchildren to the 
parks, but they are a mess . . . all of them are a 
mess. Echo, Mosholu, ... all of them.

Now again [in this Bicentennial Year] history 
repeats itself ...[we are] united: black, white, and 
Hispanic ... together City Hall will take notice
when a bunch of us get together ... no longer do we 
go to the mountain, the mountain comes to us!
[Applause]

Budget cuts? I know about it ... my dollar has 
shrunk . . . but [there were no] budget cuts five 
years ago [when we were not getting attention 
either] . . . Central Park gets programs . . . we get 
nothing ... [I am] grateful to all the people for 
coming out ...

116 This quotation and subsequent ones in this 
section are from research notes from the meeting of 8/17/76
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Mrs. Devenney then acknowledged the presence or 

absence of invited local politicians. Seven local New 

York City Counci 1men and State representatives were 

present. Notably absent were two invited Bron x 

Congressmen, Biaggi and Bingham. Also absent was Bronx 

Borough President Abrams. Noting especially Abrams' 

absence, Mrs. Devenney said, "I feel bad about that." The 

audience echoed her sentiments by booing.

Mrs. D e v e n n e y  t h e n ga v e t he floor to t h e 

representatives from each of the local park committees. 

One by one they gave brief oral .reports on the condition 

of their respective parks and/or their experiences with 

the Parks Department . Most of the accounts were much 

like those heard at the City Service Committee meetings. 

But, some were particulary notable, such as the 

following:

Harris Field: . . . the field presents a great
opportunity for learning, for example biology 
class in biodegradable objects such as the deer 
carcass we found on the field ... or perhaps a 
course in auto mechanics since the? perimeter of 
the field is littered with old tires and other 
auto parts . . . with budget cuts or not there 
has been no change in the field for the past 
nine yeeirs. [applause]

St. James Park: . . . the counselors [from a
recreation program] have cleared St. James Park 
... a boy fell and cut himself and the Parks 
Department had no band-aids ... volunteers are 
raking ... doing something ... getting 
cooperation [from neighborhood people] ... what 
is the problem? . . . garbage cans are full and 
the pai'kees don't pick them up . . . we got
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aggravated and poured [dumped] them in front of 
the parks station ... if Mohammed doesn't go to 
the mountain, garbage will go to the parkees! 
[Applause] ... if we don't get this cancer we 
will become a slum . . . look at the tennis 
court--, people pay thirty dollars a year to use 
them [and look what a mess they are in] ... we 
have to unite ... people are scarred to walk in 
the park ... we go around with the kids ... we 
offer lemonade to the elderly . . . we.* need the 
community to take care of each other .., we 
need a park gang . . . vigilantes . . . we don' t 
want racism . . . [when we told people to help 
keep the park clean] . . . people said 'go over 
to the "Spies" over there", or " Go over to the 
Whi tes" . . . Mo, we have to work together . , . 
the Parks Department said it would help, 
instead they burn the cans of garbage ... What 
do we do? We are all for the same cause . . .
Why can't people who are paid to work do it?
[Applause]

After the park representatives had spoken, Mrs. 

Devenney asked Commissioner Lang to respond. He began by 

congratulating the group for the large? turn-out. He then

. . . a b l a c k  g r o up in B e d f o r d -  
Stuyvesant[Brooklyn] recently accused me of 
favoring the Bronx ... I used to live on 
Andrews Avenue[in University Heights] ... I've 
been in the Parks Department for seven and a 
half m o n t h s  ...[its been] a shattering 
experience . . . Mayor Beanie called me in . . . 
from the Sanitation Department . . . I'm not a 
politician, I ’m not .running for anything ... 
I'm learning something everyday and here also 
. . . many of your accusations are true . . .[but]
. . . I ' ve got to give you numbers . . . our 
capital budget was twenty-four million dollars; 
its now five million dollars . . the Parks 
Department used to double its strength every 
summer . . . last year in the summer of 1975 we 
had approximately 12,600 men in the field, now 
we have 6,000 ... last year my predecessor had
[for the spring and summer months] five million 
dollars, I have spent five-hundred thousand
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dollars . . . my predictions [ as to what would 
happen to the parks with the budget cuts] were 
correct about the problem... my priority was to 
the beaches and pools ... so the interior parks 
suffered . . . when Deputy Commissioner Davidson 
. . . talked of what to close, I said none of 
them ... I told the Mayor that this has to be 
the year of volunteers ... 1ike the example of
Mr. Martinez from Belmont Park ... the average 
age of my employees is fifty-four years old ...

At that point someone from the audience yelled out,

"They act like it!" Others joined in and jeered at the

C o m m i s s i o n e r  . W h e n th e s h o u ti n n subside d t h e

Commissioner continued:

. . . we appealed for volunteers . . . and somehow 
we got them . . . thanks to you. I took my 
br ightest guy from my office and sent him to 
the Bronx, Mr . Glavey; I hcive to hustle for
money ... I went to Albany ...for money .... I 
took t h e in [ r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  f r o m state 
government] to Crotona Park ... I got two
million dollars [ to fix it up] ... Aqueduct
Park will get money . . . the Feds are now
responding to the problem . . . [They had to be 
shown] that a handba11 court in the South Bronx 
is as important as a "portage? " trail in 
Michigan ...

A t t h a t p o i n t the C o m m issio n e r w a s a g a i n 

interrupted. One of the City Services Committee's 

members, Harvey Simon, said," Why can't the peirkees take 

up a broom and sweep the. god-damned parks?" A woman 

said: "I Wcin t to know their [park employees] duties."

Another said, " Give the money back to the communities 

... let us do it!" At that point many in the audience 

began to shout at the Commissioner. "What are their 

duties?" was shouted again. Lang responded, "If the
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parkees didn't clean, we would be neck deep in garbage." 

Someone countered with, "We are neck deep in garbage!" 

As the jeering and shouting became louder and louder, Ann

Devenney asked the audience to allow the Commissioner to

finish and the people cooperated. The Commissioner 

continued:

. . . the city should be happy, even with your 
indignation, [I won't give you a con job] . . . 
we are trying to spend money as best as we can
... there are one and a half million people in
the Bronx and only one hundred and ninety-three 
men . . .

As he finished, Ann Devenney called on Pat Burns, of 

the City Services Committee, to read a written statement. 

As she spoke , the following statement was distributed' to 

the audience

NOTICE OF TERMINATION

The City Services Committee of the Northwest 
Bronx Community and Clergy Coal.it ion, as 
r e s i d e n t s  and representatives of local 
neighborhoods , feels the Parks Department 
should be terminated.
We have dealt with them as a unified committee 
this summer and as individual groups for 
several years and find their lack of response 
to be nearly total. We are now cleaning the 
parks, We are now purchasing equipment and WE, 
as taxpayers, feel the Parks Department is not 
doing the job.
The committee urges our City Council members 
and Borough President to vote down any future 
Parks Department budget allocations until we 
are assured that the money spent is being used 
to maintain our parks. We cal 1 on our elected 
officials to support our efforts to obtain an 
innovative and responsive Parks Department for
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the City of New York and help us to preserve
our Parks and Neighborhoods.

After the statement was read, Ann Devenney and other 

members of the Committee met informally with the elected 

officials and got a verbal promise of cooperation for 

their effort to "straighten out" the Parks Department.

On August 25th, eight days after the big public 

meet ing, the Committee held a follow-up session at Our 

Lady of Refuge parish center. Only seven Committee 

members attended the session. Both Arm Deveney .and John 

Riley were present.

Ann Devenney sa i d she saw i mpr ovement ;in her 

neighborhood park; Pat Burns said there had been no 

change. In fact, she added, during the past week a water 

fountain had broken and it took the Parks Department four 

days to send someone just to turn it off. The only 

improvement she noticed was that two park benches at 

Sedgewick Avenue and Kingsbridge Road were repaired. 

Someone else mentioned that the had seen two parkees 

cleaning Harris Field, something which he had never seen 

before.

John Riley then announced that he had spoken to 

Councilwoman Ryan, Assemblyman Koppel, and an aide to 

Borough President Abrams regarding the possibility of 

meeting with Deputy Mayor Friedman. He said all of them 

promised to help in arranging such a meeting. John
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was developing a reputation in view of the fact that the 

Committee was able to convince Commissioner Lang to come 

to the last meeting. He also said that the feeling was 

that going to City Hal 1 was the next step. especially 

since they had "fired" the Parks Department . One 

advantage in seeing Deputy Mayor Friedman, he said, was 

that Friedman was from the Bronx. John then reiterated 

that what the Commi ttee wanted was "our fair share." 

Mildly disagreeing, Pat Burns asked, "Don’t we want the 

Parks men to do their job?" John said, "We want both. " 

Sounding very pessimist ic, Pat Burns seemed to doubt 

whether anything could be done. Ann Devenney told her to 

. juxtapose the ability of a Wootie McNeil of the 

Sanitation Department to tell his workers what to do 

...now we have to get the Parks Department to act [to do 

the same thing]." She added that there was already some 

change based on the improvement she had seen .in her 

neighborhood park. Pat Burns retorted saying.," Yea, but 

will it continue or is it just temporary?" Ann Devenney 

said, "We have to cont inual ly put pressure . . . [on 

them]... " Somewhat cynically Pat Burns leiughed,saying, 

"What do we have to do? Have a meeting like last week's 

once a month?" Not surprisingly Ann Deveney retorted, "If
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that is what it takes!" And to that, Pat said, "You 

can't sustain interest like that

At that point John intervened and suggested they 

make an out 1 ine for a plan regarding the meeting with 

Deputy Mayor Friedman. John suggested that one item on 

such an agenda could be that the Commi t tee recommend that 

the Parks Department have some sort of management plan. 

He said that at the meeting with Commissioner Lang at the 

Arsenal, Lang pulled out a chart and said that it was the 

first time that the Parks Department had ever developed a 

plan regarding use of man-hours. Another item for the 

agenda, he said, could be the fact that "... if money is 

spent for Crotona Park, St. Mary's Park, and Coney Island 

...why can't we get part of this money? [This kind of 

"outside" money ] can go a long way toward restoring our 

parks."
After a lengthy discussion of the possibility of 

getting funding from sources outside of the city (such as 

the federal government's Department of Agriculture), 

through the assistance of local politicians, especially 

Congressmen B i a g g i , John Riley then wrote down a 

tentative agenda for the meeting with Deputy Mayor 
Friedman. The items were as follows:

1) The fact that Parks Department workers don't 

do their jobs,
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2) That no money is spent on maintenance, and

3) The possibility of getting outside money for

local parks

John Riley added that he felt that an important 

point would be that the Coalition wants a say in how this 

outside? money would be allocated. He also said that 

while the focus would be on the first two points, the 

third point would be used by the Committee to counter any 

argument about the lack of money due to budget cuts.

As the meeting closed, one of the Committee members 

passed around a newspaper ' article cut from the Mew York 

Daily Mews. The? article was about the August 17th public 

meeting with Commissioner Lang. The caption read: "Civic

Group Rakes Parks Department . " The? members of the 

Committee were obviously pleased with the article and the 

bit of notoriety that the Commi t tee had obtained for 

itself.

On September 2 2 , more than three months af ter 1 ts 

first public mee t i ng with Assistant Comm i ss i oner 

Jethwani, the Committee met with a man from the very top 

of the entire municipal political hierarchy, Deputy Mayor 

Friedman. Approximately twenty members; of the Committee 

were present at the meeting. After Ann Devenney opened 

the meet ing, Mr. Friedman responded to her remarks by 

singing the praises of Parks Commissioner Lang. As he
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was speaking, Commissioner Lang walked in and immediately

addressed the Committee, t e11i ng them that Mr. Friedman

was their champion and that he:

. . . had fought with me to fix the parks .. . He 
went over every item in the budget with me and 
it was a bitter pill for both of us to find 
that the bucks were not there. One third of my 
employees are CETA people. Many of them are no 
good ... I've fired 400 of the permanent civil 
service workers I had last summer; of 6,500, 
there are now 3,400. I want to screen any new 
CETA people . . . also I am bringing up people 
for disciplinary action. I went out on 
unannounced inspection trips and found that
many of the charges made by Coalition people
were true. The allegations were correct , so
there will be disciplining of supervisors and 
hopefully firing of the right people ... all of 
it to help maintain what you have ...

Mr. Friedman then asked the: group, "Is there

anything that we can do visibly, to show we are there ... 

out of thus list . . . perhaps we should not be painting 

the stands in Van Cort landt Park? .... " John Riley

suggested that Mr. Friedman should return to the agenda. 

One of the Committee's members said "... at the end of 

the last meeting we fired the Parks Department ... we are 

totally frustrated; we want a budget to maintain the 

parks ... " After some give and take between the

Committee and the two city officials, Harvey Simon raised 

the issue of the $600,000 grant to renew Mosholu Park.

He said, "... we do not want to concrete it over with

b a s k e t b a l l  c ourts and destroy the greenery and

landscaping we have done Commissioner Lang
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responded saying, "There is no money for this [anyway], 

most of it is for Crotona Park, but. call me on this."

Mr. Friedman then turned to the Commissioner and 

pointed out that, "They have a shopping list, is there 

any way you can look, at it and see ...?" The Commissioner 

told him he would do what he could, adding that , "I 

don't want conditions to deteriorate ..."

Mr. Friedman then turned to the group, saying, "You want 

to see some activity, you want to see your tax dollars 

used ?... Lang will go to his office and assign the list 

to someone and in a short time he will tell me that in 

the next few months we can do this and this . . . " 

Commissioner Lang then told the Deputy Mayor that he 

". . . . would need a new manager in the Bronx, . . . [that 

the present one] ...has gotten an ulcer over this ... the 

employees he has fired have threatened to bomb him 

...[and regarding the specific complaints, the shopping 

list] I've got a bench-repairing group that I use in a 

concentrated area ....

As they hammered out the details of how the Parks 

Department would work with the Committee, a member of the 

Committee rather obligingly said, " It took years for the 

parks to get this way, and we don't expect miracles ... "

Mr. Friedman said in response, "This is the .'Last middle 

class area in the Bronx; if the Bronx is going to survive
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...[certainly your area will have to be one of the areas 

to make it].

As the meeting wound down, a Committee member told 

Mr. Friedman, "We are putting pressure on you because you 

will put pressure on the men [i .e .the park employees] ... 

In support of

of this, John Riley said, "... if people are trying to 

preserve their neighborhood and they look out and see 

abandoned csirs in the park ... [it will set back our 

efforts] ... " On a some wha t pe s s imi s ti c no t e ,

Commissioner Lang responded, saying, "There are 700 such 

parks in bad shape; these parks [in your area] really 

compeire favorably with other areas I'm sad to say."

A Committee member invited Mr. Friedman to come up 

to the Bronx to see some of the good things that the 

neighborhood residents have accomplished. The Deputy 

Mayor said he would go, "... when this is settled." 

After the meeting adjourned one Committee member said 

informally, "It's a moral question; they [Parks 

Department employees] are paid and should work. I like 

the area and have my roots there and I don' t want to 

leave."

As discussed above, the actions of the Committee are 

best understood as class struggle. The members of the



Committee and the activist neighborhood residents that 

assisted them were people who found themselves in the 

same situation with regard to the conditions of their 

everyday lives. These were activist people who were 

willing and able to struggle against what they considered 

to be injustice. They joined with others who faced the 

same situation and who shared the same attitude or 

definition of the situation or mode of consciousness 

toward this situation or condition. The condition which 

they shared is related to their class situation because 

it was imposed on them as a class and was therefore 

differentially shared on the? basis of class. When the 

fiscal crisis hit We w York and Municipal Assistance 

Corporation and the Emergency Financial Control Board 

[New York's banking and financial community] imposed 

austerity on the people of New York City, the negative 

consequences of austerity were experienced differently by 

people depending on their class situation. While; the 

overwhelming majority of New York's population were hard 

hit by the budget cuts, how the budget cuts affected them 

was strongly related to their class situation. Certainly 

the poor, inhabiting areas like the South Bronx and 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, were affected differently than were 

the upper middle class living in areas like Jamaica 

Estates or Riverdale. For example, as a direct result of
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budget cuts the City of New York closed one of Its major 

public hospitals, Fordham Hospital in the central Bronx, 

This meant that those New Yorkers living in the central 

Bronx now held to journey greater distances to get to a 

public hospital, either Lincoln Hospital in the south 

Bronx or Morrisania Hospital in the central Bronx, but 

for sure, both of these hospitals would take longer to 

get to and/or be more crowded as a result of the closing 

of Fordham Hospital. Since public hospitals are more 

likely to be used by the poor or working class people, to 

understand the impact of the above budget cut one looks 

at class as the best explanatory category or concept.

Thus, the northwest Bronx and its residents were "in 

class ways" affected by the New York City budget cuts and 

they reacted in class ways to tho.se cuts. The subjective 

state of the northwest Bronx residents and members of the 

City Services Committee was like that of Hobsbawn's 

"primitive rebels" or perhaps, at the level of meaning, a 

kind of interest group consciousness. Thus, in examining 

the actions of the Committee against the two New York 

City public agencies, we have, on the one hand, class 

struggle, but on the other hand , a kind of interest 

group or a "squeaky wheel gets the oil" political 

consciousness . In Marxian terms, this represents a 

contradiction between activity and ideology, but it is in
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the contradiction between these two elements that we can 

begin to understand or explain some of the actions and 

symbolism used by the Committee in its two campaigns.

In his book, Classes, Erik Olin Wright argues that:

" Class structure imposes limits on class formation,

class consciousness, and class s truggle . ̂  ̂  In

explaining this he goes on to state the following:

... The argument that the class structure imposes 
the basic limits on class formation, class 
consciousness and class struggle is essentially a 
claim that it constitutes the basic mechanism for 
distributing access to resources in a society, and 
thus d istr i b u t i n g c a paci t i e s t o a c t . C .1 a s s 
consciousness, in these terms, Is above all, the 
conscious understanding of these mechanisms: the
realization by subordinate classes that it is 
necessary to transform the class structure if there 
are? to be any basic changes in their capacities to 
act, and the realisation by dominant classes that 
the reproduction of their power depends upon the 
reproduction of the c 1 a ss s t ru c t u r e . Cl ass 
formation, on the other hand, is the process by 
which individual capacities are organizationally 
linked together in order to generate a collective 
capacity to act, a capacity which can potentially 
be directed at the class structure Itself. Given 
that the class structure defines the access of 
these individuals to the pivotal resources that 
have the potential to be mobilized collectively, it 
imposes the basic limits on the possibilities for 
the formation of such collectively organized 
capacI ties. ^ ®

Following Wright, it can be argued that the interest 

group political consciousness of the City Services Committee is

 ̂ " Wright, loc;. ci t . p . 27 

® Ibid . p . 28
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indeed a form of class consciousness but. one which displays the 

limits established by the class structure. It is further 

limited by the type of class formation involved in this 

particular struggle, i.e. the Coal.it ion as orgcinizat: ion.

Thus, rather than engaging .in the common and often trivial 

question of whether a group struggle? really involved class 

consciousness, whether the group or organization had really 

become a "c 1 ass - £or-Itse1 f" (as opposed to a "class-1n- 

itself"), it seems more fruitful to examine an organization's 

political e o nsci ousness as one which Is hist o r i c a 1 1 y 

conditioned by the very C 1 «‘3i s s s t r u c t u r e w i t h i n w h i c h i t 

operates. In the case of the City Service Committee, we know 

that this is a struggle over resources, over interests, over 

the capacity to act; therefore, It Is a class issue. We also 

know that individuals have been linked together in order to 

engage i n t h i 1 r u g g 1 e , t h u s the C o cX i - L X JL 0 1A W ci is X ormed, 

representing a class formation. And of course, there is 

struggle, a ba 11le waged against the city Involving the 

allocation of resources. The only questions that arises Is 

over class consciousness.

There wets no question that the Committee's language and 

symbolism, i.e. the way in which it understood its difficulti­
es, .its definition of reality, was most like interest group 

politics. The Committee and its members, especially Mrs. 

Devenney, but the others too, saw themselves as "taxpayers,"
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"consumers," and "responsible citizens." As such, said the 

Committee members, "we want a slice of the pie," and "we want 

our fair share." Then, at the public meeting with the Parks 

Commissioner, Mrs. Devenney invoked the symbolism of the 

"Bicentennial Year," saying, "united we stand, divided we 

fall," thus paying tribute to the importance of joint action to 

accomplish goals, and the example of our founding fathers who 

acted jointly in their struggle against injustice, and for’ 

independence. While a political ideology can be a complex 

belief system, the politics of the Committee was fairly simple 

and its essence was rooted In the above slogans, dieturns, and 

adages . It was a kind of American "down-home-man-in-tlie- 

street" politics."

This, of course, relates directly to the beliefs of Saul 

A1insky, whose political views were the basis for the Northwest 

Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition’s whole effort at 

community preservation and stabilization, for the "... Alinsky 

approach . . . Is to organize and mobilize people "as they are" 

without any conscious ideology . " 11 9 But, while the

Committee’s ideology may not be sophisticated or systematic, 

what they do possess is sufficient to permit them to feel 

outrage, to unite them into a significant assemblage, and to be 

willing and able to fight for themselves and their fellow 

citizens against an a governmental institution that they

- 9 Cas tells, Io c .c i t.p .6 2
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perceive as engaging in policies injurious to their interests,

or more specifically and concretely, their neighborhood, their

families, their loved ones. Perhaps most importantly, their

joint efforts had the effect of modifying, albeit in a small

way, the overall distribution of resources for they were able

to get the city to modify its plan for the allocation of these

needed re s o u roes o r services. In effect, t he c ommittee's

action, its class struggle, is also a form of empowerment; the

v e r y success of the C i t y Serv i c e s C o m m it tee c a n have

ramifications for further future struggles and the further

development of their consciousness.

In an article entitled, ’'Proletariat into a Class: The

Process of Class Formation", Adam Przeworski writes:

... cla s s e s are f orm e d i n th e c o u rs e of
struggles, that these struggles are structured
by econo m 1 c , p olitical, and ideological
conditions under which they take place, and
t h a t  t h e s e o b j e c t i v e c o n d i  t i o n s -
s imu 1 1aneously economic, political, and
ideological - mold the practice of movements
that seek to organise workers into a class.120

Prezworski also views "... the process of class formation ...

[as] a perpetual one: classes are continually organized,
1 ~  1disorganized, and reorganized." -w-x Finally, Frzeworski, after 

making reference to the work of Rosa Luxemburg, writes:

12 0 A(3ain Frzeworski. Capitalism and 
Social D e m o c r acy (New York: Cambridge
University Press, .1985), p. 59.

121 I b i d . p . 71.
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... a class becomes formed as more than one 
collectivity-in-struggle, in this case as 
unions and electoral parties, but conceivably 
as cooperatives, clubs, intellectual circles, 
neighborhood associations, and so on. These 
collectivities-in-struggle constitute forms of 
insertion of occupants of places within the 
system of production in the "bourgeois state," 
that is, in a particular system of political 
and ideological relations. The manner in 
which these multiple . collectivities-in- 
struggle are formed is molded by the structure 
of the bourgeois state, that is, precisely by 
the manner in which political and ideological 
relations^are organized in a capitalist 
society.

Frzeworski's formulation of class structure and its 

relationship to class consciousness, class struggle, and class 

formation is one which allows for a more fruitful understanding 

of the who l e  p r o b l e m a t i c  of social change and more 

specifically, a class analysis of change. While clearly 

indebted to Marx for the core of his formulation, Frzeworski ' s 

analysis takes into consideration, perhaps more than others, 

the dynamism of C ‘X ]Q .X L c i 2. X X? Ill ol nd how that dynamism affects class 

structure and related class issues, and vie £? V fcJ X' 'c-i ci * While more 

rigid class analyses would perhaps argue that the City Services 

Committee did not develop class consciousness, Frzeworski’s 

formulation leaves room for the view that the committee's 

ideological perspective on its own activity was adequate for 

achieving its purpose and, perhaps, most importantly, leaves 

open the possibility that its rather simplistic ideology may

*^ ̂  I b i d . p .7 2



270

ultimately give way to the development of a more sophisticated 

and more thoroughly class-based analysis of its endeavors.

As Frzeworski further states: "Classes are not given uniquely

by any objective positions because they constitute effects of 

struggles, and these struggles are not determined uniquely by 

t h e relations of p r o duct i on," -J T hus , a c c o r d i ng t o 

Frzeworski, classes and their characteristics are always 

unique, related to " ... a particular stage of capi talist

development. We must understand the struggles and the 

development in their concrete historical articulation, as a 

process." ^24

Nevertheless, while realizing the relationship between 

class structure and how it influences and/or limits class 

consciousness, class struggle, and class formation, it is still 

important to document empirically as much as possible the way 

in which these variables affect one another. Thus, the 

question may legitimately be posed as to why the City Services 

Committee developed the kind of ideology that it had. In what 

specific ways did existent', historically specific social 

structure influence' the specific type of class consciousness, 

as well as class formation, and the type of class struggle 

engaged in by the City Services Committee as the research was 

conducted?

^  ̂ Ibid. p .66

124 Ibid. p. 67
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The first limiting factor was that of race and/or 

ethnicity. While the activist members of the Committee and the 

Coalition in general came together because of shared class 

interests, there were competing bases for their solidarity, 

i.e. the overwhelming majority of the City Services Committee 

membership was white, and most of them were Irish-Catholic. In 

addition, most of the leadership was also Irish- Catholic and 

white, and finally, the core leadership group of the Coalition, 

Itself, included mostly Irish-Catholic clergymen. These white 

and mostly Irish Catholics identified s trongly with each other, 

and they saw themselves: a) in a fight against the policies of

a bureaucratit; governmenta 1 agency tha t was uncaring , 1))

against politicians: who did no thing to represent their

.interests, and c) as responsible citizens not getting tlieir 

fair share. They did not identify nor relate to trie people of 

other New York City or even Bronx neighborhoods who might have 

been experiencing the same difficulties. In fact, they tended 

to see other neighborhoods as getting more than they deserved, 

especially minority neighborhoods. Thus, the common references 

to city money going to Crotona Park and St. Mary's Park, both 

in minority, mostly Latino areas, in the South Bronx, or to 

Coney Island, a mostly black area. The feeling of injustice 

was related to their view of themselves as "one of the last 

middle class areas of New York City, and a taxpaying area. As 

it was often used by the Committee, the term "middle class" had
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a double meaning: economic position, on the one hand, but in

the social environment of predominantly white Mew York City 

neighborhoods in the 1970s and 1980s, it also had racial 

connotations, i.e. middle class was a code word for white.

Thus , t he basis r o r c 1 a s s r o r in a x i o n was n o o s i m p 1 y c lass 

interest, but instead it also involved what Weber called 

status-based factors. While they were conscious of themselves 

as sharing a common fate at the hands of a city governmental 

agency which controlled the allocation of a resource necessary 

for their wel1being, a competing basis for their solidarity was 

ethnicity and race. In addition, many of the Coal i t ion 

activists viewed minor!ties negatively, and developed an "us" 

against "them" kind of attitude. This division of course 

limited the ability of the Committee and the Coalition in 

general to deal effectively with their class situation. If 

limited their ability to achieve neighborhood solidarity, and 

t he i r ability to make alliances with other' neighborhoods 

experIe*nces sIm11 ar dif f ic;u 1 11es .

A second way in which existent class structure affected 

the activity of the Coalition was in the Ideology utilized by 

the Committee to legitimize their1 struggle, or put differently, 

in the form of class consciousness the Committee developed.

As described above, the Committee legitimated its struggle 

through the use of a simple "down-home-man-.in-the-s Lreet"



ideology, or perhaps "squeaky wheel" or interest group 

politics. Ann Deveney even called it a kind of "consumerism." 

Each of the above politics or- proto-ideologies represent what 

might be called "received political culture." It is the 

politics of democracy as it exists in advanced capitalism. It 

.is a politico with its roots in the marketplace, in possessive 

indi v idua 1 ism , and per’haps in the romance of the frontier 

democracy or the New England town meeting. while it served to 

advance the interests and class struggle of the Committee, iI 

w a s a n a 1 m o s t 1 11 h e r e nil y c o i 1 o e r v a t i v e s o 1 u. t i o n to a 

neighborhood1s problems because it inhibited any identification 

with utli t: r people of the city, with other' lie ighborhood 

residents outside the northwest Bronx who might also be 

suffering from the budget cuts of the fiscal crisis. while it 

may be true that " the squeaky wheel" gets the oil, what 

happens to those who do not squeak? Or squawk? Has the system 

of government become more democratic and/or responsive to the 

people if one noisy neighborhood and idents succeed in

getting more resources allocated in its direction? Isn't that 

whci c t n o d f i l u m u  have coon d o i x i g s i 1x c e the i nv on i rou of 

agriculture? Thus, the people may develop a form of class 

consciousness which is effective in bringing people together', 

in achieving a class formation, but it may inhibit it from 

achieving other1 kinds of desirable aims. It may even close off 

alternafives srmpiy because i r is a rorm or consciousness chat



imparts a market orientation to political straggle, i.e. every 

neighborhood for itself. One of the Commit tee’s targets at the 

meeting with Park's Department officials was employees of the 

department, whom the Committee considered Iassy or Incompetent. 

They argued that the problem of poorly maintained parks was 

re 1 ated to laxy workyrs . Evmi che oommis sioner of Parks 
defended his workers by reference to the impact of layoffs on 

their morale, While there was Indeed ample proof that many 

Park's Department employees were not doing their jobs, thus 

g r v J, 11 g i jj y .1 c xmacy c o cue • uoj.gua c .ton ox oommi t coo memoers , 

especial iy in che lace ox cne raoia 1 y oe xei'iorax ixig conoi Lioxis 

in neighborhood parks, never theless, one question that arises 

is w11e c s.\e r c ,a e gr ob 1 em a a. J. asy and/ or i ncompe texa L pirk 

employees oe cinders cooa ox1 analysed in cither waiys ;■ was i t 

possible to understand the northwest Bronx's problems in other 

ways than was done oy cne oommx c cee c n t cooking lei low working 

people is at leas t in partly related to the Committee's limited 

vlew of faio ways in whia-n cioncemgorax*y eagi calism af fee - C 3 3 .T a 3 3 

structure. The attack on fellow wurkiny people certainly 

p rt?c 1 ul1,eti a 11y p y  o j, 1)i A r c y or L1«. e ooiiimrccee evei1 coi is j.clc*i‘ j.iitj 

con Lac L v» x cu cue public employee * 3 union which was arso
r  r  | i i ,*} ( -  '*» i v , , - • « } - ■  « »  T *. ’3 u 1 1 cr j. uy u. u o o r c u e o u. r a e 1i o o u ci e c o u. c 3 . m i a p jl ni in r ny 

session wnen a ineinher or tine coiniiil c cee cuyycs leu such a cluxicj f 

tne 3 cicjye3 Lion was o[uiok 1 y r epepi Lea. o.tear 1 y ; cne .icieoAocfy or 

class consciousness or Lhe iiieinoero or the ooiiijnr c cee was very
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narrow and almost parochial in its focus, and as such, it 

limited the possibility of alliances with other working people 

which might have strengthened the hand of the Coalition as well 

as that of the employees of the Parks Department.

The next section wi 11 describe and analyze the efforts 

of a different Coalition committee, the Reinvestment Committee. 

The issue of bank red-1ining was a more directly class issue, 

and it wi 11 be instructive to see how this issue and its 

o b v i o u s  class-relatedness affected the type of class 

consciousness this committee developed, plus the other 

important factors of class formation and class struggle.
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Chapter Seven

The Coalition Reinvestment Committee vs Local Savings 
Banks

While initially focusing its attention mainly on 

pr ivate sphere landlords and city government and its 

delivery of services, within a year or so after its 

founding, the Coalition began to concentrate its efforts 

on the issue of r e i n v e s t m e n t , commonly known as 

"redlining." "Redlining" is generally defined as a 

practice engaged in by various investment and lending 

institutions, especially banks and insurers, whereby 

entire neighborhoods are "written off" for investment 

regardless of the mer i t of the individual mortgage 

applicant. The impetus behind the Coalition’s campaign 

against local banks lay in two revealing studies done by 

two of the Coalition's own communi ty organizers, Joe 

Muriano and Bill Frey.126

The first study, entitled "Neighborhood Preservation 

Planning Project," examined existing conditions in the 

northwest B r o n x , and proposed var i ous remedies to 

alleviate those conditions deemed problematic. The 

section on banks, called "Work Item Number Seven:

* ̂ ®The money for the research came from a political 
contact, the then New York Secretary of State, and 
present Governor, Mario Cuomo.
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I n v o l v e m e n t  of Financial Institutions," was a

description of the lending patterns of local banks over

the most recent ten year period, i.e. 1965 to 1975. The

study concluded that:

The Northwest Bronx has been hit by disinvestment 
over the last ten years ... . ... f inancial
institutions have been abandoning the housing
market in the northwest Bronx......... virtual ly
all bankers are saying ... that they are giving no 
new mortgages for multi-family dwel 1 ings in the 
Northwest Bronx ... . ... at the same time,
financial institutions are restricting refinancing 
a n d  c o n s o l i d a t i o n  . . . . . . . . . . . .
...........................   The option ... is to
go to the non-ins t i tut iona 1 or private mortgage 
lender[sj [who are] . . . considered to be shysters, 
rip-off artist and will grab a building if a 
payment is a day late. The conditions they place 
on new mortgages or refinancing can often make a 
building's financial situation unviabie (sic) for 
the owner. This can lead to reduced maintenance 
and eventual abandonment.
Perhaps the worst effect of this "disinvestment" by 
f  inane ial institutions is the psychology ... of 
'no future hope' that it has caused. This 
psychology is reflected in increasing withdrawal 
from the real estate market in the northwest Bronx 
adding on to the spiral of disinvestment .127

The second study, done by Bill Frey, discovered some 

startling- data on bank redlining. Through the use of the 

then recently passed Home Mortgage D i sclosure Act of 

1975, Frey found a pattern of disinvestment by three of 

the dominant banks in the northwest Bronx. In 1965, 298

new mortgages were negotiated in the northwest Bronx, ten

127NWBCCC FILES, 1976
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years later, in 1975, only ten new mortgages were 

granted. In 1965, Eastern Savings granted 59 mortgages 

and refinanced 63; ten years later the figures were one 

new mortgage and two refinanced. North Side, with almost 

$300 million in deposits, two-thirds of which was from 

northwest Bronx depositors, gave one new mortgage in 1975 

for $34,000. Dollar Savings, the largest savings bank in 

the Bronx and, at that time, the fifth largest in 

America, with deposits of $2.4 billion gave only 25 

mortgages in the northwest Bronx for 1975, for a total of 

$2.2 million.128

It was based on the data from these studies that the 

Coalition membership, at its Annual Meeting of December 

4, 1976, passed three resolution dealing with the issue

of redlining or bank disinvestment. The first resolution 

simply called for meetings between local banks and the 

Coalition's Reinvestment Committee, but also stated, "... 

that the WWBCCC is prepared to institute strong 

corrective measures in the case of any bank which fails 

to cooperate ... . " The second resolution was more

specific; entitled "Enforcement of the Good Repair 

Clause," the so called, "good repair clause" is a 

c ommon 1 y used clause in conventional, multi-family

128Jonnes, loc.clt. Pp. 356-357
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mortgages which states that one condition for which the 

mortgagor can foreclose on the landlord is for not 

keeping the buiIding violation-free, meaning free of 

violations of the New York City building code. The 

Coalition resolution stated that, "... whereas it is 

imperative that the Banks holding mortgages on buildings 

in the northwest Bronx be more accountable to the 

residents and depositors living in those buildings, Be It 

Resolved :

1) That if a Coalition affiliated organization 
presents the bank (mortgagor) with documentation of 
a certain number of violations on the building, and 
if the landlord has already been informed of the 
violations by the tenant association, then the bank 
will meet with the organization and the landlord to 
enforce the "good repair clause" that the bank will 
give the landlord the opportunity to sign a repair 
agreement which will allow him/her to clear up all 
violations of any consequence on the building and 
accompany the tenants, assoc ia t ions in seeing 
whether the landlord is complying with the 
agreement;

2) The local community organisation will monitor 
all repair c o n t r a c t s  between the bank and 
landlords;

3) Any landlord who has been called in to the bank 
due to violations on the building must open up the 
books on the finances of the buiIding;

4) That if the landlord has demonstrated that there 
are not sufficient funds to do the needed repairs 
on the building and the landlord has agreed to work 
in the best interests of the tenants then the bank 
should be willing to extend one of the foilowing:

a) a debt moratorium on the; mortgage 
payments until repairs can be made, or
a) Refinancing of the mortgage; , or the 
offer of a mini-loan
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5) That if the landlord has been given sufficient 
time to clear up any violations and does not do the 
needed repairs, or is not complying with the 
schedule, then the bank will begin foreclosure 
proceedings , and appoint a receiver who is 
acceptable to the local organization during 
foreclosure.

The last resolution was called, "Disclosure [of data

on] Mortgage Lending." It stated that:

. . . the financial coramit m e n t of depository 
institutions to our northwest Bronx neighborhoods 
has declined dramatically over the last five years, 
causing a great deal of deterioration in the 
housing of our communities, and whereas this 
"Redlining" policy of many banks has created 
disinvestment and disinterest on the part of 
prospective owners or present owners and whereas 
much of the money which these banks claim as their 
assets in fact come from depositors who reside in 
the Northwest Bronx which most banks rate as a poor 
risk area ...

BE IT RESOLVED that in order to facilitate 
reinvestment in our local neighborhoods the NWBCCC 
obtain commitments from the depository Institutions 
of the following items:

1) That all banks will disclose which properties 
they hold mortgages on in the northwest Bronx;
2) That all banks will disclose the amount of 
deposits by residents according to census tract of 
zip code;
3) That all banks will allow Coalition affiliated 
organizations to review all mortgage, improvement 
and small business loan transactions on a quarterly 
basis. 4) That the mortgage/loan terms, including 
the interest rate and down payment, must not be 
such as to discourage legitimate investments ...
5) That the NWBCCC will recommend to the banks for 
special consideration landlords and community 
groups with good reputations in our neighborhoods 
and prospective homeowners who are known to us as 
good risks; and that reports will be given to 
NWBCCC as to the results of any of these requests 
for mortgages/loans, and a reason given if they are 
rejected;
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6 ) That a list of l a n d l o r d s  and mortgage 
speculators who have poorly managed buildings or 
have exhibited negligence in our neighborhoods will 
also be submitted to the banks ; and that the banks 
accept our recommendat ion that no transactions 
transpire between the banks and these individuals 
or corporations;
7) That the banks will contact local community
Groups when they have a mo r t gage whi ch they 
cons i der as a poor risk in order to consider 
alternatives to selling; and that After consulting 
with the local group, if no alternative can be 
arrived at, the bank will provide the name of any 
potential buyer of the mortgage and will examine 
his/her past management record along with the
community group;
8 ) That the banks will issue mortgages/loans in the 
Northwest Bronx in the same proportion as their 
deposits in the Northwest Bronx; that the banks 
will cooperate with thee NWBCCC to help advertise 
the availability of mortgage/loan money and push to 
see that the money is used;
9) That the banks will establish a mortgage pool
for the northwest Bronx to help reduce the risk fort *i • ■ . . . , . 199lending institutions.. . . .~

For the Coalition, the above resolutions constituted a 

practical solution to the northwest Bronx's problem with 

local savings banks. It was a way for the Coalition to 

deal with the problem of bank control over both the 

destiny of northwest Bronx housing and its future as a 

viable working to middle class neighborhood. But, while 

simply practical measures to Coalition personnel, these 

resolution were political and economic dynamite to 

others. The acceptance of these resolutions by the banks 

would mean neighborhood or community input into an

129NWBCCC files, 12/4/76
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important aspec t of the banking bus iness, i.e.its 

investment decisions. On the economic level, it would 

mean that banking decisions would not be based on bottom- 

line factors alone, but instead the needs of the 

community would now have to be a consideration. Thus, it 

would entail a rather drastic modification of the so- 

called free market, and in this case, it would not be 

done by the state, but by a local neighborhood 

association. Would this be greater democracy, or an 

illegal abridgement of free enterprise? Thus, the issue 

was also important politically because it was related to 

the overall economic structure of American society, and 

the rules of the free enterprise or Capitalist system. 

Did the Coalition have a right to interfere in the 

banking business? Who decides such things? Should a 
bank have the power to make or break a neighborhood, 

i nvo 1 v i ng the 1 i ves of thousands, even hundreds of 

thousands of people? In a democracy, should a small 

number of non-elected officials [bankers] be allowed to 

have such a drastic impact on the lives countless 

thousands of people? Should a small though significant 

number of neighborhood residents [ the membership of the 

Coalition] purporting to represent thousands of people, 

be able to interfere with one of the most important 

institutions in American society? In its campaign
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against red-lining, these were the kinds of questions 

that the Coalition was wrestling with.

Before going further with a descript ion of the 

campaign, it is important now to examine the theoretical 

implications of the Coalition’s campaign against the 

banks because it relates directly to the issue of class 

struggle. The- Coalition's campaign against the banks is 

different from the one against the city government and 

its service delivery bureaucracy because it is more 

directly class-based. Interpreting the class relation 

between corporate capitalism, fiscal crisis, budget cuts, 

and the cutting of vital services to the neighborhood Is 

somewhat complex and to the person in the street, often 

unconvincing, since there Is often a fatalism about the 

behavior of banks and the rich, e.g. "What do you 

expect?" Interpreting the relation of a bank to a

neighborhood is different; while it too is indirect, and 

not like the relation of an employer to a worker, it Is a 

more direct class relation than that of neighborhood to 

city government. Once the connection is realized between 

a local bank and the condition of the neighborhood in 

which it does business, then the very visibility of its 

concrete structure [the building that houses the bank] 

helps people to understand and properly interpret Its 

role. The physical structure of the bank becomes much
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like the physical presence of an employer in the 

workplace, and thus its class relat ion is easier to 

grasp.
Also important in understanding the more class related 

-ness of redlining is that it contains two important 

a s p e c t s  . F i r s t , it is oft e n  c a l l e d  geographic 

discrimination because entire geographic areas of a city 

are excluded or written off for investment purposes so 

that banks will not give loans to anyone who lives or 

wants to live in such an area. But, the geographic areas 

that are written off are commonly areas that are poor to 

working class and/or in transition, which means changing 

racially and/or ethnically. Thus, the terms redlining and 

geographic discrimination are really akin to euphemisms 

in a society that does not recognize the existence or 

validity of class discrimination as a violation of law or 

even ethical conduct. In fact, they are both examples of 

class discrimination, meaning that banks do not like to 

make loans to poor people or to people who live in poor 

neighborhoods.

This brings up the other aspect of redlining, its 

racial aspect and the interrelatedness between race and 

class. While it is usually poor or working class areas 

in transition that are redlined, the key to understanding 

it in the New York City of the 1970s and early 1980s is
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the impact of race on bank decisions to invest. The only 

reason redlining became an issue was not so much because 

it was a class-based issue, but because it was a racial 

issue. In other words, bank decisions based on class 

were perfectly legitimate and legal, but bank decisions 

based on race were not. The accusations; against banks 

were lodged by individuals who because of their race or 

the fact i h a t t h e y I i v e d i n o r n e a r m i n o r i t y 
neighborhoods were not able to get mortgages, in spite of 

their individual qualifications for the loans. In 

effect, banks equated the presence or even propinquity of 

minorities to neighborhood deterioration, and by doing 

so, the argument went, areas like the northwest Bronx 

which held not yet experienced serious deterioration 

would deteriorate because of the self-fulfilling prophecy 
inherent in bank decisions not to invest in the area. 

Since the economic stability of a neighborhood is in part 

based on banker and investor confidence in its viability 

as a neighborhood, a bank's decision not to invest 

because it believes the area to be going bad, and/or 

changing racially and ethnically could cause the local 

building stock to lose its value and ultimately fall into 

disrepair and even abandonment.
Thus, redlining had a dual character; it had both 

class elements and racial elements. But while the two
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elements were Intertwined, it was not so much the poor 

and minorities that fought the battles against redlining 

as it was the white working to middle class from

neighborhoods like the northwest Bronx and Flatbush in 

Brooklyn that did. They waged the battles focusing on the 

unfairness of the banking practice that stigmatized 

neighborhoods simply because of the presence of and/or 

propinquity to minorities. Mot only was it unfair' to 

racial and ethnic minorities but also to the white

working and middle classes. So, in fighting the battle

against the banks, the language of the struggle by whites

did not focus so much on race as it did on class and 

economics. In spite of the issue having both class and 

racial elements, because it was fought more by whites and 

more on the level of class or economics, it appeared more 

as a class-based issue rather1 than a racial one.

THE CAMPAIGN AGAINST THE BANKS: 1976-1980

The campaign ageiinst the banks began with a letter 

being sent to the three targeted banks, i.e. Dollar , 

Eastern, and Northside. The letter expressed a desire on 

the part of the Committee on Reinvestment [hence forth to 

be called the Committee] to meet with bank personal to 

discuss what the Committee termed, "matters of common 

concern." The letter read as follows:
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Dear Sir:

The Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy 
Coalition has been actively working with tenant and 
block associations in the Northwest Bronx in order 
to upgrade and preserve the quality of our 
neighborhoods. The NWBCCC is a coalition of nine 
neighborhood organizations representing over 525 
tenant associations, 6_5 block associations and 
v a r i o u s  civic and r e l i g i o u s  groups. The 
organizations affiliated with the NWBCCC are : [the
nine organizations are named]

We feel that a common concern that you as a 
respected financial institution and NWBCCC have is 
the preservation of our neighborhoods. Your 
institution must be interested, in keeping up the 
neighborhoods where your depositor's live and in 
protecting investments in housing and business in 
the Bronx neighborhoods. We know that our future 
in the Bronx depends on all of us showing that we 
ha ve faith in our neighborhoods and that it is 
worth fighting together for their improvement.

One area of concern that we would 1 ike to 
s p eak with you about is the very serious 
combination of problems affecting our housing in 
the No r t hwes t Bronx. Many landlords are not 
maintaining their buildings. and in many cases this 
not only affects the tenants 1 i ving in these 
buildings, but also the investment of banks 1 i ke 
yourself which have mortgages on these buiIdings.
We have some suggestions as to how we can work 
together in forc ing these derelict landlords to 
properly maintain their buiIdings and keep our 
homes up to the Housing Code.

We would like to discuss with you certain 
cases on which we believe financial rearrangements 
are warranted. We would like to talk abut what the 
general plans are of your bank with regards to 
reinvestment in our neighborhoods.

Representatives from the nine neighborhood
organizations of the NWBCCC would like to meet with
you either at your main branch or at Our Lady of
Mercy rectory, the first or second week of October,
at 7:30 PM on a week night. Would you kindly
contact Mr. R . G . at [Tel. Number] or leave work at1^0[Tel. No.] for confirmation100

130 NWBCCC f i l e s , 1976
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The tone of the letter is generally conciliatory, 

emphasizing shared interests and a desire on the part of 

the Coalition to "fight together." The target in this 

fight is identified by the Coalition as "derelict 

landlords" (and not dis investing bankers). The three 

banks did respond to the letter, but over a period of 

weeks, and it was with great difficulty that the 

Coalition was able to convince each of them to send a 

representative to talk to the Committee. While the 

letter was sent out in September, it was not until 

December that the first of the three banks sent a 

representative to discuss the; issues raised by the 

Committee in its letter to the banks.
Once contact was made between the banks and the 

Committee (and even before they actually sent a 

representative [s ] to talk to the Committee) a document 

was given to each bank, entitled "AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE 

NWBCCC AND [BANK'S NAME]"; this later became, "PROPOSED 

AGREEMENT BETWEEN . . . . " This document began with an 

introductory statement regarding "the good repair 

clause," which was then followed by a set of demands. 

These demands were based entirely on the resolutions 

passed at the Coalition's Annual Meeting. The difference 

between the resolutions and the demands was that where 

the resolutions read, "Therefore we resolve that ..."
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the demands said, " THE NWBCCC REINVESTMENT COMMITTEE

DEMANDS THE FOLLOWING : ... " What followed were the

resolutions passed at the Annual Meeting.

Thus, what the demands focused on was a pattern of

disinvestment as uncovered by the research done by

Coalition staff. Based on this research, banks were

clearly cutting the overall amount of mortgage money

invested in the northwest Bronx. While the largest of the

local savings banks, Dollar, could boast of having

$180,000,000 invested in Bronx county, as a proportion of

its total investment portfolio, the amount was small and,

even more importantly, steadily decreasing. An article

appearing in the New York Times, on April 26, 1977,

captioned, "ABRAMS SCORES BRONX INSTITUTIONS ON

BOROUGH MORTGAGE 'REDLINING", stated:

Mr . Abrams [the Bronx Borough President] said that 
in 19 7 5, the last year for v/hich there was ful1 
da t a, the five [previously named savings banks: 
Dollar, Eastern, North Side, North New York, and 
Tremont] wrote only 62 residential mortgages in the 
Bronx involving $5 million. The $5 million 
represented only 6 percent of the nearly $78 
million in total mortgages written that year by the 
five, and Bronx residential mortgages were only a 
smal 1 part of the overal 1 assets of the five, he 
said

Based on the letter and the proposed agreement the 

aim of the Coalition was to establish a working agreement 

between it and the local savings banks. This agreement

New York Times April 26, 1977
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w o u l d  have the effect of establishing a quasi- 

institutional partnership between the banks and the 

residents of the northwest Bronx, represented by the 

Coalition. In the view of the Coalition, banks held the 

key to the survival of the northwest Bronx as a stable 

neighborhood; unless banks made mortgage money available 

to landlords and prospective home owners, the bottom 

would fall out of the northwest Bronx real estate market, 

making inevitable the re-creation of the conditions that 

led to the destruction of the South Bronx . In 

recognizing that banks held the key, Coalition personnel 

also held that banks were one of the two principle 

culprits behind the deterioration that had begun to 

spread throughout the northwest Bronx, especially along 

its southern sector, the area closest to the South Bronx.

The other culprit was unscrupulous and derelict 

landlords. But as the Coalition learned through 

experience, landlords could be dealt with, "strong 

armed", if you will, through the formation of tenant 

associations and the various tactics open to associations 

to pressure landlords into making necessary repairs, 

including the ultimate weapon, the rent strike. Clearly, 

however, fighting landlords was like being involved in 

on-going gorilla warfare, i.e. you win your little 

battles but the war never stops; there's always an
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individual sniper (landlord) who is able to jeopardize

the lives of scores of people. Also, such battles with 

landlords and the little victories that could be won are 

generally short run tactics, and do not change the 

underlying conditions which lead to the problem in the 

first place.

Thus, it did not take Coali tion personnel long to 

conclude that most landlords were ultimately dependent on 

the good will, and at least tacit support of local 

savings banks. Landlords needed banks to supply mortgage 

m o n e y  both for financing new mortgages and for 

refinancing old ones, usually on a periodic basis, e.g. 

once every five years. Refinancing old mortgages was 

also a way for landlords to borrow money to maintain 

b u i l d i n g s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  to finance m a j o r capital 

improvements, such as new boilers, or changing and/or 

repairing old plumbing. Unless banks made this money 

available the value of the property would decline since 

value, under market conditions, is ultimately based on 

what an owner can get for the sale of the building. If 

banks do not make money available to prospective buyers, 

the property's value is drastically reduced. Ultimately, 

if a landlord holds a building that no one wants or can 

buy, (because no mortgage money is available) the 

building can become essentially worthless. [actually
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without mortgage money available a different market is

created and thus a different type of owner and/or

speculator; there is still money that can be made based

on the value of the rent role and /or depreciation

allowances, and other tax deductions, but, in general, 

this type of ownership is associated with deterioration 

of the housing stock] So, obvious ly, landlords need the 

cooperation of bankers to conduct their business, and, in 

a good profitable market, banks will compete for 

landlords;' business, to lend them money and profit from 

the interest rate they charge them. In a bad market, 

however, where the prevailing interest rate charged by 

banks to landlords yields a return on investment less 

than could be obtained by other Investments, banks will 

not make money available (or it would be at prohibitive 

rates, as occurred during the mid-1980s).

Also, where landlords renege or are delinquent on 

mortgage payments, on a broad scale (as occurs in rapidly 

declining neighborhoods, e.g. the South Bronx in the mid- 

1960s to 1970s), banks will not lend money; they wiII see 

this as a bad market where investment is too risky to 

warrant giving mortgages.

Given the above, the Coalition was placing itself in 

an ambiguous situation, but, one which was in conformity 

with its stated goals. While in direct confrontation
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with local savings banks, it was, at the same time,

indirectly placing itself on the side of real estate

interests, the "dreaded landlords." By pressuring banks 

to make more mortgage money available, it was serving as

an a liy of property owners or, perhaps more correctly,

real estate interests; the same real estate interests 

that the Coalition had heretofore fought and blamed for 

not properly maintaining buildings in the northwest 

Bronx. But, as Coalition founders had stated from its 

inception:
... the thrust of the Coalition is to get
all the "good guys” together to fend off
the "bad guys". Wo one, by virtue of 
race, religion, occupation or economic 
status, who expresses an interest in the 
future well-being and vitality of the1 q onorthwest Bronx is unwelcome ...

Thus, the ambiguity is cleared up, no contradiction 

exists; the Coalition was never opposed to landlords, per 

se, but only to those landlords that sought to profit at

the expense of the neighborhood; it was only against

"slumlords," speculators, and "milkers." As stated 

above, the problem was that such landlords were at least 

tacitly supported by banks. In that local savings banks 

held the mortgages on a substantial portion of the 

housing in the northwest Bronx and those same banks took 

little or no interest in how its mortgagees maintained

132 NWBCCC files,1974
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their buildings, as long as the mortgagees made their 

monthly mortgage payments, banks were implicated in the 

deterioration of local housing stock. The Coalition's 

position was that it was within the power of banks, and 

even more, their responsibility to see to it that 

mortgagees not only made their monthly payments to the 

bank, but also maintained their property.

In every mortgage contract between local savings 

banks and owners there is a statement called "the good 

repair clause," which indicated that a condition for the 

continued involvement of the bank with the mortgagee was 

that the property be kept in "good repair." Furthermore, 

it was understood that failure to maintain the property 

by the mortgagee could result in foreclosure by the bank, 

and probably the loss of the property, unless repairs 

were made. In effect, the Coalition wanted the local 

savings banks to enforce the terms of their own contracts 

with landlords holding real estate In the northwest 

Bronx. By enforcing the "good repair clause" the savings 

banks would become de-facto partners with the Coalition 

in preserving the viabi1iiy of the neighborhood's housing 

stock and thereby protecting, with the Coalition, the 

welfare of the local citizenry. Rather than dealing with 

landlords directly and individually, through tenant 

associations and the courts, by working with the banks



the Coalition felt it was getting to the root of the 

problem and could then deal with all landlords, at their 

most vulnerable point,i.e. their financial source. If 

bankers would work with the Coalition and stop giving 

tacit support to "bad" (but mortgage-paying landlords), 

a good proportion of the "bad" landlords would either 

lose their buildings to the banks or have to make 

repairs. This is of course precisely what the Coalition 

wanted, for part of their plan involved supplying banks 

with list of "good" landlords who would then buy or take 

over the mortgages of the "bad" landlord. And, if "bad" 

landlords saw the light and made the necessary repairs, 

then that was fine also, for everyone deserves a second 

chance, even the "bad" landlord! What the Committee 

wanted to fight above all was bankers foreclosing on 

mortgages and then selling them to known speculators, as 

Eastern Savings was known to have done. So, not only 

were they not enforcing the "good repair clause" but 

where a landlord had already run a building down and then 

stopped paying his mortgage, some banks were foreclosing, 

and "cutting their losses" by sel1ing off the mortgage, 

even to known speculators, often at pennies to the 

doll ar.

A very significant effect of the Coalition's plan 

would be a change in the mortgage market, for the
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C o a 1i t i on was attempting to change the system of 

incentives as they then existed in the northwest bronx 

mortgage market. The Coalition was trying to make it 

unprof i table for "bad" landlords to operate in the 

northwest Bronx; it was trying to make it too expensive 

for them to operate, but it could not do this by tenant 

organizing alone, it needed the cooperation of the banks 

to put the squeeze on bad landlords.

Another significant effect of the Coalition's proposed 

agreement between it and the local banks would be that 

the banks would operate with a new set of priorities. In 

dealing with mortgagees this would mean that instead of 

being solely concerned with repayment of the mortgage, 

they would also be concerned with the mortgagee properly 

maintaining his/her property. In other words, they would 

no longer have as their primary goal simple repayment of 

the loan, but "repayment plus" , i.e. their concern would 

no longer be profits alone, but also the welfare of the 

citizenry living in the buildings owned by their 

mortgagees. The Coalition activists hoped that bankers 

would be willing to work in tandem with them so that 

together they would oversee the quality of ownership 

provided by the banks' mortgagees and the quality of life 

provided by landlords to their tenants.



To emphasize its position as not being anti-landlord 

(and only anti-slumlord), the Coalition said that it did 

not want banks to foreclose on mortgages with building 

violations without first checking into the financial 

situation of the landlord. The Coalition recognized that 

some landlords were indeed hard pressed financially. 

What the Coalition wanted was for landlords to prove to 

the banks i h a t t h e y tru 1y ha d serious financi a 1 

difficulties by "opening up their books." If hardship 

could be proven, the Coalition wanted banks to offer a 

debt moratorium, until, and so that, such landlords could 

make repairs. In other words, instead of paying their 

mortgage they would take that monthly payment, or at 

least a part of it, and use it to make necessary repairs 

and/or correct violations of the building code. (or 

working closely with a bank, the landlord could refinance 

the mortgage, stretch payments over a longer period of 

time, and/or simply take out a loan to help get over a 

difficult period). Here again, the Coalition was clearly 

asking banks to enter into a working agreement with it, a 

quasi-partnership, one involving "good" landlords, the 

local citizenry, represented by the Coalition, and the 

bank. In the Coalition's definition of reality, all 

three groupings would benefit from this partnership: the

banks would benefit because it would insure that the
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neighborhood, where a good percentage of their mortgage 

portfolio was invested, would be preserved and thus their 

investments protected and continue being profitable; 

"good" landlords would benef i t because they would be 

assured support from the banks, even in troubled times; 

and finally, the local citizenry would benefit because 

their housing stock would be well maintained.

Besides enforcement of the good repair clause, the 

other significant proposal (or demand) made by the 

Coalition to the banks was quite specific; the Coalition 

wanted the banks to reinvest money in the northwest Bronx 

according to a formula, i.e. to make mortgage money 

available to prospective home owners and landlords based 

on a percentage of the total amount of savings from 

northwest bronx depositors. In other words, if northwest 

bronx depositors represented 2 5% of Dollar Savings Bank's 

total deposits, then 25% of the total amount of mortgage 

money made available to all lenders would be allocated to 

the northwest Bronx.

The rationale for this proposal was simple; the banks 

did not own this money; it was private property owned by 

the local residents, and this being the case, local 

residents should at least have input over where their 

money gets invested. If local residents wanted their
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money to go back into their neighborhood, then banks had 

an obligation to respect their wishes.

[Another way of stating this is to say that the 

depositors' money, while private property, could also be 

defined as social property. While each account is the 

private property of the owner of the savings account, all 

the deposits of local residents, their sum total, 

represents social property, i.e. the sum total of all the 

residents' private property is the social property of the 

community of residents that live in the northwest Bronx 

and deposit their private property into the local savings 

bank. The Coalition's position was that if local 

residents wanted their money to go back into their 

neighborhood, then banks had an obligation to respect 

their wishes.]

While ostensibly radical, this proposal is much less 

radical than it sounds. While it would be associated 

with a liberal, market interventionist politics, it is 

not radical politics, though it is easy to see its 

radical implications. Basically the Coalition was 

arguing that the community should have input and 

therefore some control over the use of its private 

property. 11 was not arguing for the abol ishment of 

banks or of private property or even the socialization of
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banking. It was simply using the leverage of its 

considerable resources to influence bank policy in a way 

that would be advantageous to the neighborhood and its 

residents. Behind this proposcil was the threat of the 

local depositors withdrawing their money and placing it 

in another bank. Individually most resident-deposi tors 

have little leverage or power over bank policy, but 

organized, the thousands of small deposits become a huge 

sum of money which gives the organized collectivity clout 

or countervailing power over the bank. This is precisely 

what the Coalition wanted; it was not trying to establish 

socialism, but simply mobilizing the power of numbers to 

influence bank policy.

MEETINGS BETWEEN THE REINVESTMENT COMMITTEE AND THE 

BANKERS

I n analyzing the data from the Reinvestment 

Committee's meetings on the issue of redlining, including 

Commi t tee planning sessions and meetings; between the 

C o m m i t t e e  and local b a n k e r s  , the most clearly 

ident i f iable theme that permeated most of the sessions 

was what might be called "bank autonomy/private property" 

versus "social responsibility". Conflict between the 

banks and the Committee revolved around the demand by the 

Committee that banks go about their business with the
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welfare of the neighborhood in mind. Bankers argued that 

they represented a private institution which had not only 

the right but also the obligation to operate without 

outside community interference. They further argued that 

they recognised no such social responsibility as that 

advanced by the Committee. Thus, the battle lines between 

the banks and the Committee were drawn on this basis; 

most of the conflict revolved around this basic issue. 

There were certain sub-issues, involving social status 

and culpability for deterioration, but they were 

secondary.

In was In the battles over this issue that a stronger 

sense of class consciousness come forth from Committee 

members, as they begem to conceptualize the problem in 

terms related to a class analysis of society, one 

involving a critique of Capitalism and its impact on 

society. By studying the problem of redlining and by 

dealing with banks they began to educate themselves and 

redefine the nature of the reality that surrounded and 

confronted them as they to struggled for greater freedom.

Of course, they were "helped" in this struggle to 

grasp the reality that surrounded and confronted them by 

the actions and a 11 i tudes of the bankers that they 

confronted. The bankers attitude toward the Committee's
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proposals and its demands was best exemplified by the 

vice-president from Dollar Savings who said:

... if you use that word "demand", 
they'11 [the Board of Directors] throw it 
t the proposal ] in the basket ... . They
won't want to work with you ... . 133

At a later date, with representatives from North 

Side Savings, the same issue arose, i.e. the Committee's 

use of the word demand. What was significant at this 

session was that as a result of Dollar Savings previously 

taking issue with the term, the Committee had decided to 

give in and delete the word from all subsequent 
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  with banks. As a result, no 

correspondence between the Committee and Northside 

contained the word "demand". Thus, when the Northside 

vice president objected to the use of the word, a 

Committee member interrupted, saying, "You never got that 

letter from us, you got it from another banker." Clearly, 

bank personnel from Dollar and North Side had previously 

discussed the Committee's proposals and its list of 

"demands," and perhaps even more than the content of the 

demands, they bitterly resented its tone, its use of the 

word, "demand."

After all, who were these people to "demand." During

133 *33 Research notes, 12/7/76
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another session between representatives from North Side

and the Committee, held at the bank's office:

"... an in-house memo denigrating the Committee 
members surfaced in the paper shuffle. It 
sneered at the effrontery of Gallagher, a mere 
postman, or other members, a student, ... a 
teacher,. . . a messenger. Who were they to question 
the bankers, and what did the clergy know 
either? 134

Thus, as should be apparent, unlike the city 

sanitation and parks personnel, bankers were indicating 

in word and deed that they did not accept what might be 

called the legitimacy of the Committee's demands. Their 

behavior was akin to an employer who refuses to recognize 

the bargaining rights of unionized workers, as was often 

the case in nineteenth and early twentieth century 

America. Nevertheless, the obnoxious behavior displayed 

by the bankers at least served to anger the Committee 

members and perhaps forced them to examine their naive 

attitude toward bankers.

At a second meeting with Dollar's vice president, his 

opening statement, commenting on the entire proposal, was 

as follows:
... our attorneys ... in general [feel that these 
are] . . . not reasonable demands . . .we have a 
responsibility to our investors to run the bank 
without outside interference ...3-35

^3^ J o n n e s ,l o c .c i t .p .361

135 Research n o t e s ,2/23/77
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In fact, all three banks viewed the Committee's 

proposals and demands as "unreasonable", and as an 

"outside interference" into the banks' private business, 

i.e. the business of banking. In going over proposals 

one to four, on the issue of "the good repair clause", 

one banker said, "...[you are] getting into bank policy

here . . . [and the] bank has to decide this ... . " A few

minutes later, as the discussion reached proposal number 

seven, on the disclosure of information, the same banker 

said: "... numbers seven to twelve ... [relate to] bank

policy ...[and] ... the bank has to decide this ... ." In

effect, the bank had excluded from discussion ten of the 

Committee's thirteen proposals, based simply on the issue 

of bank autonomy and the prerogatives of private 

property.136

Associated with the "anti-outside interference'

position, one banker expressed dismay at the behavior of

a nun, Sister P. who together with a group of residents

went into one of Northside ' s branches asking for

information on a mortgage held by the bank. As the

Northside executive put it:

... any building you show interest in, we'll follow 
up on but this thing of marching into the bank has

136 Research notes, 3/15/77
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got to be stopped . . . its happened twice already
and once we didn't even hold the mortgage ... 137

Here the objection is to a particular type of outside 

interference, a disruption of the bant;'s established 

routines. But again, the bank resents any attempt by the 

community at even getting information, and it falls back 

on its prerogative as a private business, on its 

legitimate freedom from outside interference, as a way of 

protecting itself from the scrutiny of the community.

Related to bankers' negative view of the Committee's 

proposals was, what might be called their "bottom-line" 

mentality (or perhaps morality). During the course of 

the meetings between bankers and the Committee, 
phraseology related to "bottom-line" thinking was uttered 

time and time again, such as, "we will go as far as good 

business dictates," "its a question of economics," 

"...where economically feasible, OK ... " and "We will do

what makes good business sense". Asked by a Committee 

member if banks felt a responsibility to reinvest in the 

northwest Bronx, one banker responded quite plainly and 

s i m p l y ,  "... b a n k s  don't have this sense of 
responsibility to reinvest..." Especially repugnant to 

the bankers was the idea of a legal requirement to 

reinvest , as had been proposed by a local assemblyman

137 Research n o t e s ,3/15/77
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from the Bronx, Oliver Koppel, as well as a "demand" to 

reinvest, as had been made by the Committee. The bankers 

response was a collective "heeis-dug-in" clearly, stated, 

" No!, you can't make bank policy, we have a 

responsibility to our depositors to protect their 

investments, so what matters most to us is the 'bottom- 

line' . "

The perspective1 of the Committee toward the banks 

and their policies was one that developed over time. The 

Committee began with the view that bank policies were 

contributing to the deterioration of the northwest Bronx. 

But they were also sincerely willing to work with banks. 

As stated above, these were not radical people, but 

instead people who sincerely wanted to arrive at 

practical solutions to what was visibly happening to 

their neighborhoods. The proposals given to the banks 

were just that, proposals, meant to establish a dialogue 

with an eye toward working together with the banks for 

what they thought was their joint interests.

During the month of September 1976, the Reinvestment 

Committee began meeting to plan its strategy for dealing 

with the banks. The first meetings were mainly for 

information gathering and planning. Among other things, 

there was noteworthy dialogue about the attitude of 

bankers toward reinvestment in the northwest Bronx. One
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Committee member related the questions asked by an 

Eastern vice president regarding inquiries about mortgage 

money. He said that the Eastern vice president wanted to 

know how many blacks, whites, and Puerto Ricans lived in 

the building and how many of each attended the junior 

high school across the street. A Coalition organizer' said 

that the Bowery Savings Bank "... didn't want to hear of 

the "good repair clause" .... that as long as the bank 

gets its money, it doesn't care about repairs." He said 

that the tenants of a building he had been working with 

went to Bowery to complain about a landlord on whom it 

held the mortgage; he said its been a year and a half 

since the visit to the bank and nothing's been done. 

Another Committee member, a long time resident and owner 

of a one family house, said she went to hear bank and 

asked for a refinancing of her mortgage; the banker told 

her, " . . . they wouldn't put good money into [a] bad ...

[neighborhood] . "-138

By January 1977, long after the banks had received the 

letter requesting a meeting between t hem and the 

Committee, only Dollar had sent a representative. The 

other two banks, Eastern and Northside, had answered the 

letter, but had refused to meet with the Committee as a 

whole. As was explained in Chapter 2 what they (including

138 Research n o t e s ,9/23/76
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Dollar) appeared to prefer was to discuss the issue with 

the Church hierarchy, and not deal with the Committee. 

Even Dollar, which had sent a vice president, was 

basically negative on practically all the points in the 

Committee's proposals, though the representative did 

indicate that he would "get back" to the Committee as 

soon as he was able to discuss the proposals with other 

bank personnel.

The response letter sent by Eastern's Chairman of the 

Board to the Chairman of the Reinvestment Committee, 

Richard Gallagher, is a good example of all three banks 

fundamental position of the Committee's proposals. The 

letter read as follows:

Dear Mr Gallagher:

I appreciate your concern for the very serious 
problems affecting the hous ing in the Northwest 
Bronx. I am sure you will agree that Eastern 
Savings Bank naturally is concerned with the 
preservation of the neighborhoods not only in 
Northwest Bronx but throughout the County. We have 
been pursuing our own plan of action which will 
involve first and foremost the properties and the 
area in which the Bank has an interest. Needless 
to s a y , a constructive discuss ion would prove 
productive for all concerned.

Your 1et ter of October 15 th seems to stress 
that landlords are not maintaining their buildings 
and that we should work together to force these 
derelict landlords to properly maintain their 
buiIdings within the housing code. I am sure there 
are some derelict landlords, but I would suggest to 
you that there are many good landlords who are 
s t ruggling under rent control and the general 
discord between landlord and tenant. There is no 
mention in your letter of the landlord's problems
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with the tenants such as non-payment of rent, 
general physical abuse of property, and the 
seemingly apathetic attitude of the courts and the 
political as well as regulatory agencies. As you 
know, when there is no bottom line or any hope of 
same, abandonment is the obvious result.

We believe we know the problem well. However, 
if you wish to meet with Mr. McIntyre, our vice 
president and specialist on Bronx properties, you 
may reach him here at the bank.

You can be sure that Eastern Savings Bank is a 
concerned institution and would be cooperative in 
attempting to solve these problems. However, I'm 
sure you will recognize that we ultimately must 
take whatever action we deem wisest to protect our 
depositors' funds in these areas.

Sincerely,

[signed JOHN N0SW0RTHY]139

Unfortunately, included under "action we deem wisest 

to protect our depositors' funds in these areas. " 

included we 11 documented disinvestment practices long 

associated with contributing to abandonment and further 

deterioration. As the Commi ttee stated in a letter to 

the New York State Banking Commission on March 30, 1977: 

To whom it may concern:

One major concern of the Reinvestment Committee is 
Eastern Savings Banks lack of accountabi 1 i ty for 
the mortgages they presently hold in the Northwest 
Bronx. This "hands off" policy by Eastern seems to 
us to be an attempt on their part to pull out of 
their holdings in our neighborhoods. For example:

139 NWBCCC files,1977
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-According to the Bronx County records, in 1973 
Eastern sold a $70,000 mortgage on an apartment 
house at 2122 Valentine Avenue for $100 to Barry 
Levi tes, a speculator. In 19 7 3 Eastern sold a 
$150,000 mortgage on 380-34 E .183rd Street for $100 
to another speculator, Daniel Platzner.

-When Eastern terminated Clearwater Management as 
their agent in 1700-1702 Davidson Avenue and 1806 
Davidson Avenue without hiring a replacement, the 
buildings became abandoned and are now vacant.

-When E a s t e r n  was contacted by the tenant 
associations of 153 , .155 , 173 ,175 Father Zeiser and 
2719-21 Morris Avenue, Eastern did not follow-up on 
the s e r i o u s  v i o l a t i  o n p r o b l e m s  in these 
buiIdings 140

The Reinvestment Committee believes that 
E a s t e r n  ' s lack of concern about mortgaged 

properties in the Bronx affects the safety of our 
depositors' money.

The letter goes on to discuss Eastern investment of 

money in so called sunbelt states, especially Florida, 

where a loan for $1.4 million was foreclosed on. The 

Committee questioned the sagacity of Eastern making risky 

investments in Florida while it refused to extend loans 

and protect its holdings in the northwest Bronx. The 

Committee then requested an "immediate investigation into 

the lending practices of Eastern Savings Bank in order to 

protect the depositors of the bank and the future of our 

neighborhoods."

Notice that the Commi t tee took Eastern’s argument 

about protect ing its depositors money and, in effect,

140 NWBCCC files, 1977
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"turned It on its head" saying that it was complaining 

about Eastern because it was concerned about " the safety 

of our depositors' money."

Thus, what began to happen to the Committee members

as they dealt with the banks was that anger and insult

turned to a determination to teach the banks a lesson in

democracy. As the Chairman of the Committee, [R.G] . put

it, " ... the banks will have to be democratized ...[and

they have to be] socially responsible with our money. . .

. " During a discussion of what action to take against

Eastern Savings for its refusal to cooperate, another

Committee member[C.F .] said:

. . . we have to make our presence felt 

. . . they will agree [with us] as long as 
it doesn't hurt them [their bottom-line]
... 1 hate to use the word but [what we
are doing is] a revolutionary idea ... we 
want to tell them what to do with money 
. . . fundamental change is necessary 
. . . [ we ] have to go to politicians, the 
press, media, . . . [banks] are maybe the
most p o w e r f u l  institution in this 
country, more than government ... so what 
if they are put off by [our ] demands ... 
the city is falling apart ... I go back 
to my neighborhood [ and it's] falling 
apart ... if we don't do something, in 
ten to fifteen years this neighborhood 
will be the same [i.e .fal1ing apart] ...
I'm angry at their arrogance !

Yet another Commi t tee member [T ,P ] . , also upset

about the attitude of the bankers said:

... banks are walking away from buildings, 
[this is] morally wrong ... [they are]
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pulling receiverships out and abandoning 
buildings...[just]walking away ...let[1s 
make] people aware of the role of banks 
[in neighborhood deterioration] ... 
people think banks are good . . . let them 
see what banks do ...

Finally, at a negotiating session with a Dollar vice

president, who was lecturing the Committee on the evil of

welfare and rent control laws, another Committee member

[J.M.] said:

... I'm getting angry . . . y o u ’ve been 
polite but you are saying people on 
welfare don’t pay rent, that rent control 
ruins buildings, . . . we are saying that 
millions of dollars in our money is being 
invested outside the city .... and 
s o m e h o w  its all the fault of the
p e o p l e . ....... .........................
.......................... why aren' t
profits reinvested? ....

This same Committee member, picking up on the

implication that minorities are to blame for the

deterioration of the neighborhood argues:

... History says change in population has 
always existed ... the difference is that 
now people are from South America and not 
Europe . . . Blacks and Hispanics make New 
York City viable for all ...[I] don' t 
worry about people leaving [the c 
because minorities are moving in] ...

As a result of the difficulties involved in just 

trying to discuss the proposals with the banks,

141 This quotation as well as the previous ones are 
from research notes taken at the meetings of the 
Reinvestment Committee from 9/23/76 to 3/15/77
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especially Eastern and Northside, the Committee decided
it had to take some action against the banks to show that 
it meant business. At the Reinvestment Committee meeting 

of January 18, 1977 reports were given on contacts with

Eastern and Northside. Both reports were negative, with 

Eastern still talking about "... the tone of the original 

letter ..." and "... that no one makes policy for the 

bank ... " and with a North Side representative saying he 

would first like to talk to Monseigneur McCarthy, the 

President of the Coalition, and Chairman Gallagher, 

before talking to the whole Committee. Gallagher1s 

response to that offer was, "Out of the question!"

Members of the Commi ttee were in general agreement 

that the banks were in contact with one another, that 

they were probably trying to "isolate members " of the 

Committee, like Chairman Gallagher, and/or trying to 

"break up the Committee", "break us down," or trying to 

"divide and conquer." Chairman Gallagher felt that "... 

if we let Eastern get away with this [ their refusal to 

discuss the proposals with the Committee] the others [the 

other banks] won't do anything ..." There was a lot of 

self doubt expressed at this meeting. Members were 

puzzled as to .the best way to deal with the banks; they 

even wondered aloud whether they had bitten off more than 

t h e y  c o u l d  chew. The f o l l o w i n g  d i a l o g u e  is
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representative of some of the Committee members

difficulties and how they struggled with them as a group:

B.F. ... they sire challenging the Committee; our
policy is as we said before ... don't try to change
it [ now] ... [if we give in and send only two
representatives to Eastern instead of insisting on 
a meeting with the whole Committee] Vaupel will 
lecture two people ...
B . S . ... maybe we started on the wrong foot . . .
with the richest,
most powerful institution in the neighborhood ....
F.B. ... The Board [of Directors] said this too ... 
they wondered whether our language was too strong 
D.S. ... I’m [a] new [member of the Committee] but 
I have worked in labor negotiations ... It seems to 
me y o u 1 ve started correctly. . . . higher than you 
want ....
R.G. [expresses agreement]
T.P. ....unions had a hard time [too] ....
B.S. ... we have to compromise . . . possibly if we 
sweettalk them ... we have nothing to lose.
T.P. ... I haven't seem the banks compromise ... 
they want for us to go to them ... I think we 
should picket them
B.S. How many will you get with this cold weather?
T.P. ... even fifteen is OK!
[what followed this was a discussion of the extent 
of Board of Director support, already covered in 
Chapter 4]

This meeting ended with the Committee agreeing to: 

1) go to the Board of Directors to get their support, 2) 

send a three person committee to speak to Darcy of North 

Side to try one last time to get them to discuss the 

Committee’s proposals, and 3) write one last letter, a 

strong one, to Eastern to get them to open negotiations.

The Committee met again on February 15 ; the princi pie 

topic was the need to postpone the picketing of Eastern 

Savings Bank until more cooperation could be arranged
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among all those involved with the Coalition. Richard 

Gallagher told the Committee that if they were going to 

picket, "... we need the cooperation of all, the Board 

[of Directors], the [local] organizations, Committees, 

etc. ... it is better for everybody if all are tuned in 

. . . [we have to] explain it to everyone] . . . why [the 

need for] action, why we need support ... . Later on in

the meeting. Chairman Gallagher reiterated his belief 

that there was a need for the Commi t tee members to 

"...... be like missionaries, tell them [other community

residents and activists] about what w e 1 re doing ... "

C.F. agreed with Gallagher and said, "[Yes, we have to]

. . . be missionaries . . . explain redlining . . . people 

don't understand . . . . [ it ] has to be pushed ... " C.F.

said:

. . . [we should] do this as an on-going 
process ... letters, meetings, talks, etc.
...[we have to] explain redlining ...none 
of these things contradicts another 
...[its] not easy to show[explain] 
redlining ... people aren't interested,
[they] don't understand ...[a] process of 
education has to go on ... this doesn't 
say we can't p icket ... Also the 
demonstration does not have to be a star- 
studded thing ... [it will be] a long 
process ... even twenty people are enough 
. . . [we'll] get TV and press coverage . . . 
numbers don't mean that much ... look at 
t h i s  as a n  o n - g o i n g  p r o c e s s

Since the bankers from Eastern Savings never did agree 

to discuss the proposals with the Committee:
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On April 1, 1977, 150 Bronxites gathered to
picket Eastern's Pelham Parkway and White Plains 
Road branch. The protesters were an ordinary 
crowd, people yon might see at a parish dinner or a 
bingo game, The bishop and Monsignor McCarthy were 
there ... .[The protestors] marched back and forth
in front of the bank, attracting the enthusiastic 
approval of passerby[s ], who assumed the clergy and 
their flock were protesting the pornographic movie 
theater next door. Only when they got up close did 
they see the signs, "Lets give up Eastern for 
Lent."

Flustered bank employees rushed outside. One 
outraged bank officer sputtered at Ann Devenney, 
"Lady you're a Communist." She roiled her eyebalIs, 
"Oh, Mister." She was really enjoying this 
excursion. "It was fun to take on a bank and let 
them know - hey, the old days are over. It weis 1 ike 
David and Goliath, " she said. That same day 
Eastern management reassured the coalition that it 
was all a misunderstanding. Of course, they wouldmeet.*42  — -----

On April 20, Eastern did meet with the Committee and 

in a tense and sometimes hostile atmosphere they at least 

began a process of hammering out an agreement. Toward the 

close of that meeting, the following dialogue took place:

Eastern: .. . the demonstration turned me off .. . you
[just] went t h r o u g h  a
[meaningless] exercise...

R.G.: ... without the demonstration,[you wouldn1t
have come]

it was not just an exer c i se ... it was good
speaking to you three gentlemen ... it cleared 
the air ... [we can] start anew ...

Eastern: . . . you were l u c k y , it was an orderly
demonstration 

...[it was] wrong ...
C.F. : ... Why were you filming the demonstration?
Eastern: ... public gatherings can be dangerous...
Eastern: ... what if someone threw a Molotov cocktail?

142 J o n n e s ,Ioc.cit.pp . 358-359
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M.S. : ... what about the dangers of neighborhoods
falling apart?

The Coalition’s campaign against the banks did not end 

until

all three banks had been picketed. The action against 

Dollar Savings included the accumulation over $1,000,000

in pledges to withdraw savings signed by northwest Bronx 

depositors willing to support the Coalition in its 

campaign aga inst the savings bank. Actions against 

Eastern Savings included complaints not only to the State 

Banking Commission, but also the FDIC. The compl ciint to 

the FDIC culminated in a denial by the federal regulatory 

agency of permission to Eastern Savings to open a branch 

in Hauppauge, Long Island.

Finally, in January, 1980 the Coalition signed a

formal agreement with four local savings banks (Dollar,

Eastern, iorthside, and Anchor) plus Manufacturers

Hanover Trust Company [ one of the largest commercial

banks In the country] and the Aetna Insurance Company.

The event was reported in the Mew York Daily Mews, some

of the important points of interest in the story were:

The Coali t ion!s reinvestment committee 
chairman, Richard Gallagher, said, "While 
there has been some bad feeling in the 
past between the banks and the committee, 
we look on today as the start of a new 
period of cooperation, with the financial 
i n s t i t u t i o n s  w o r k i n g  c losely with
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n e i g h b o r h o o d  organizations for the 
improvement of the over-all community."

According to the coalition. Eastern 
a greed to a goal of 3 0 investment 
projects over the coming year, with 
priority given to 21 apartment buildings 
on which the bank currently holds a 
mortgage.

N o r t h s i d e  a g r e e d  to 50 investment 
projects . . . Northside also agreed to 
allocate $12 million to applicants in the 
Bronx over the coming year.
Dollar Savings, the largest Bronx bank 
represented at the meeting, set a goal of 
100 investments in the Bronx for the 
year. 143

All the savinys banks also pledged to enforce the 

"good repair clause".
One especially noteworthy aspect of this campaign was 

that the Committee made contacts with a wide variety of 

other organizations involved in their own campaigns 

aga i n s t  banks. The organization that was most 

cooperative was National People's Action, Gail Cincotta's 

Chicago based neighborhood advocacy group, but there were 

also organizations in Philadelphia, Washington, and other 

cities throughout the nation that were contacted during 

the Coalition's struggle. In addition, the Coalition was 

able to get the support of many local and state 

politicians, most notably the then Bronx Borough

143 New York News January 24, 1980
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President Robert Abrams and State Assemblyman Oliver 

Koppel.

Another consequence of the campaign against the banks 

was that it led to another successful campaign against 

another redlining group of companies, insurers, who 

ultimately also pledged to invest millions of dollars in 

the northwest Bronx.

CLASS STRUGGLE AND CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS

Before discussing the nature of the struggle engaged 

in by the Reinvestment Committee, there is a related 

issue regarding the clash between the banks and the 

Committee. While ostensibly a clash between two 

different groups, with conflicting interests, in fact, it 

is that and more. Two businesses compet ing against one 
another involves conflicting interests; the conflict 

between the banks and the Coalition was more than that. 

The basis of the conflict was one that has a long 

h i s t o r y , and it is a conf1ict between two opposed 

p e r s p e c t i v e s  on t h e  w o r l d , t w o  d i f f e r e n t  

11 we 1 tanschauungs , " two different modes of rat ional i ty . 

The bankers’ approach emphasized goals, rneasureable 

behaviors of exchange, and detached decision making 

indifferent to interests. The other, the approach of the
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Coalition, emphasized quality of life and demonstrable 

formations of use and employment, sociality, and 

participation. The former, instrumental rationality, is 

epitomized by the cost accounting or bottom-line thinking 

of bus iness organizations or the market place, the 

logico-deductive reasoning of bureaucratic organizations, 

and in the formal rationalization of law, as has occurred 

historically in Western jurisprudence. The second, 

subs tant ive rationality, is primarily oriented socially 

and by value considerations. Where formal rationality 

asks, "Is it profitable?" , substantive rationality asks, 

11 Is i t right?" and "Does it correspond to a value- 

directed way of life?"

It is in the struggle of real human subjects against 

d o m i n a t i o n  and control by formally rationalized 

structures, such as banking, that the ultimate human 

irrationality of capitalism is revealed. While actions 

taken by bankers, such as redlining or general 

d i s i n v e s t m e n t ,  make perfect sense based on the 

rationality of the bottom-line, the class struggle of the 

Coalition against such action helped reveal how the 

rational is irrational as it relates to a community of 

people as opposed to the narrow interests of those who 

profit from the rational calculation of the ledger.



321

The struggle of the Reinvestment Committee against the 

bankers, in that it revealed the irrationality of the 

b a n k i n g  system, can be understood as a kind of 
consciousness raising struggle. In challenging the 

banking system and its routine operating procedures, the 

members of the Reinvestment Committee learned about the 

role of banking and its effect on the lives of the people 

of the neighborhood. They began to say things that 

people from other committees, such as the City Services 

Committee, did not say. There is the example of R.G. 

saying, "banks will have to be democratized," C.F. facing 

the r e a l i z a t i o n  that they are d e a l i n g  with a 

revolutionary idea, "telling banks what to do with 

money," T.P, pointing out the immorality of "banks ... 

walking from buildings" and wanting to "let them [people] 

know what banks do," and 3.M. telling the bank vice 

president that he was getting angry because of the 

banker's subtle attack on people on welfare and 

minorities, and then telling him that "blacks and 

Hispanics make New York a viable city." In addition, 

instead of focusing on the divisions in our society, the 

Reinvestment Committee appeared to reach out to others, 

seeking to establish cooperative links with other 

neighborhood groups, in the city, the state, and even 

across the nation. In attacking an institution -whose



policies were institutionally racist, the Reinvestment 

Committee was establishing important links between whites 

and minorities, showing that fighting class-based 

oppression can help to lessen racial divisions. Finally, 

the work of the Reinvestment Committee shows how ordinary 

people can not only win victories over dominant 

institutions but equally important over the arrogance of 

those who wield institutional power.



323
Chapter Eight 

CONCLUSIONS

The northwest Bronx of the 1970s and 1980s was a 

segment of American society that underwent dramatic 

social change. The changes that occurred there can best 

be understood as involving previously hidden divisions 

coming to the surface and disrupting the normal routines 

of everyday individual and institutional life. Put 

differently, this means that for long term white 

residents of the northwest Bronx, the 1970s and 80s was a 

time when the racial and class divisions of our society 

came to their doorsteps. Where previously they were able 

to maintain separate living quarters from those who were 

different from them, come the 70s and 80s they could no 

longer do this. The reason they could no longer do this 

was primarily related to macro-level changes in the 

political, economic, and social system over which they 

had no control. Among the changes that occurred were a 

general decline of the economy of the entire northeast, 

the movement of manufacturing jobs out of New York City, 

a shift in our national politics away from a liberal 

activist state interested in helping the poor to a more 

c o n s e r v a t i v e , budget minded state concerned with 

inflation and a stagnant economy, the continued movement 

of people out of the city to the suburbs, especially the
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white middle classes, and with the movement of jobs, the 

middle classes, and less federal aid to cities, the 

phenomenon of fiscal crisis and the austerity state.

These macro-level changes at the national and 

regional 1eve 1 had consequences at the neighborhood 

level. In neighborhoods like the northwest Bronx very 

specific changes began to occur that ultimately changed 

the nature of its neighborhoods. For one thing starting 

in the 1960s and continuing into the 1970s, it became 

harder and harder for landlords to find white tenants for 

their vacant apartments. With low demand for apartments 

by whites and high demand by minorities, especially as 

the South Bronx began to "disintegrate," the old 

restrictive covenants that had once helped perpetuate 

racial segregation began to break down under the pressure 

of economic necessity. Even class segregation broke down 

as landlords no longer cared who rented the apartments as 

long as a rent was collected. In addition, as banks saw 

the writing on the wall, i.e. that the neighborhood was 

going to change racially and ethnically, they began to 

disinvest, thus making the prophecy of minority invasion 

and accompanying rapid deterioration a reality, a self- 

f u l f i l l i n g  prophecy. This in turn meant that a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  number of apartment buildings would 

deteriorate as landlords could no longer sell them or buy
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them at profi table levels, nor even refinance and/or 

borrow to make necessary repairs.

Thus, as minorities began to move into the northwest 

Bronx in large numbers, with them came a host of changes 

that the whi te residents perceived as caused by their 

influx, with the most important and noticeable change 

being the deterioration of the housing stock.

Besides the white residents being affected by the 

changes sweeping the Bronx, there were also groups and 

institutions that could not help but be alarmed at what 

was happening. Most important among them were the 

clergymen of the northwest Bronx and Fordham University. 

Both the Catholic Church and the well known and respected 

university had a long history in the Bronx.

They saw the tide of deterioration as a threat to their 

respective p o s i t i o n s , even their viability, with 

Fordham1s att raction as a residential college surely 

af fected and the Catholic Church1s dioceses and their 

clergymen certainly feeling that they too could become 

"South-Bronxed," i.e. 1i terally swept away with the 

burning and crumbling, as other parishes had been.

11 was under these conditions that the idea of the 

Coal i tion was born. Paul Brant embodied the wants and 

des i res of both Insti Uitions . 11 isn't hard to

understand why both institutions were willing to assist
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in the development of the new organization, with Fordham 

University supplying the knowledge base and most of the 

community organisers, and with the northwest Bronx 

Catholic Church supplying most everything else, including 

the full support of its vicar, Bishop Ahearn, its parish 

priests, its physical facilities,- and perhaps most 

importantly its name, its prestige, and its legitimacy, 

all of which would be critical in getting what all such 

organizations need, namely, money.

Thus, there was the combination of a historical 

situation, of crisis-like proportions, and the perception 

of threat by two of the most important institutions of 

the Bronx. Of course there is a third ingredient, surely 

the most important one: the people of the northwest

Bronx, both the white population and the growing minority 

population. This dissertation has been about the 

relationship between the organization founded by the 

important institutions and the people of the northwest 

Bronx. The nature of the relationship between these two 

variables has been the dominant concern of this analysis, 

with special attention being given to the issues of 

race, class, and democracy.

What can be concluded based on the data presented? Is 

there a set of definitive conclusions? No, the kind of 

analysis undertaken does not lend itself to definitive
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conclusions, but some conclusions are suggested by the 

data and analysis.

First , the character of the struggle to save the 

northwest Bronx from the deterioration that had swept 

through the South Bronx was established by the founders 

of the Coalition, i.e. the Catholic Church. There is no 

question that this was and continues to be a Catholic 

Church dominated organisation. It does not mean that the 

Church is the only influence, but it appears that it was 

the dominant one. This does not mean that what the 

Coal i t ion did was control led by the Cardinal of the 

Archdiocese of New York. No, not at all; instead what is 

meant is that Cathol;i.c clergymen and Catholic lay people 

were the dominant force within the organization and at 

least over saw the activities of the organization. 

Catholic clergymen were represented in all the activities 

of the Coalition, from the Board of Directors, to local 

par i sh i n v o 1vement in Important activities, to the 

communities organizers who were supervi sed by ex­

seminarians, to the lay activists who often were also 

active parishioners. What impact did Catholic Church 

domination have on the character of the organization? To 

call the organization Catholi c Church dominated is 

meaningless unless it can be shown that it had its own 

special character, that the Church put its own indelible
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mark on the soul of the organization. As described in 

Chapter 2, it appears that the Church influenced the 

general elitist nature of leadership, the hierarchical 

nature of the organization, and its general lack of real 

democracy with regard to organizational decision making 

and control.

Is any of the above meant to indicate that the 

Coalition was an ineffective organization. Mo, on the 

contrary, it was and continues to be a highly effective 

organization. Its "numb ers " a r e t ru Iy i mp re s s i ve 

f footnote on accomplishments]. Nonetheless, its Catholic 

character appears to have influenced the k i nd of 

organization it became in a number of ways. Firstly, the 

fact that the organization that the Church created was an 

A1insky-type organization does not appear to be 

accidental; there is a long standing relationship between 

the Cathol ic Church and AI1 risky- type organizations. 

A1insky himself believed very strongly that religion was 

one of the "natural" bases of community organization and 

so he often looked for Church involvement in the creation 

of local community organizations. Why would the Church 

have an affinity for the Al inslcy model of community 

organization? An obvious one would simply be that it gave 

the Church an opportunity to play an important role in 

people ' s everyday 1ives. 11 gave the Church a more
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meaningful relationship with its people, one that was not 

divorced from their everyday lives. But, there another 

reason for the Church's i n v o 1vement somewhat less 

obvious. The other reason for the Church's affinity for 

Al insky organisations may be its popul ist flavor, and 

therefore its lack of a strong political ideology. Since 

Alinsky believed that people should be organised "as they 

are" , without the use of any systematic ideology, the 

only political belief they had was that of "received 

political culture" which was n on-ideological , and 

basical ly populist, or as described previously, "down- 

home-man-in- the -street" variety. This non-ideology was 

not only non-threatening to the Church but also allowed 
for the Church to exercise domination over the activities 

of the organization, and all this while singing the 

praises of "grassroots democracy." While there may have 

been grassroots participation, the control of the 

organization was by elites, with the most important 

elites being Catholic clergymen and Catholic laymen.

The second consequence of its Catholic Church 

character is tied to its emphasis on action as opposed to 

process. Here the focus is on the reasons for its 

involvement in the first place. The Church's involvement 

was not based on altruism; its involvement was based on 

self-interest; the Church in America has virtually no
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history as a supporter of grassroots democracy for its 

own sake. While the Church in Latin America, or more 

properly, some individual Catholic clergymen, even 

Bishops in Latin America, have been supporters of 

grassroots democracy, even revolution, this has not been 

true of the Catholic Church's social activism in America. 

The Catholic Church has been involved in ethnic poli tics, 

but that is a far cry from grassroots democracy. Thus, 

while Paul Brant may have been quite idealistic about his 

reasons for involvement in neighborhood activism, there 

is ample evidence tha t he and even more c 1 early the 

clerics of the northwest Bronx were not so much 

interes ted in the stimulation or growth of grassroots 

d e m o c r a c y  as in the use of the grassroots for 

accomplishing the tasks at hand. Thus, once the 

Coalition became an establashed organization, known both 

to municipal and private interests, less and less did it 

even attempt to involve large numbers of local residents 

in its act ivi t ies . In fact there is evidence that it 

continually depended on the same basic core of white 

activists, who by race and class, were less and less 

representative of the new and emerging black and Hispanic 

majority.

Thus, there is evidence that Catholic Church 

involvement has meant a moderate politics (with radical
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tactics), with an emphasis on grassroots participation 

without grassroots power. This in turn has allowed for 

Catholic Church domination of the organization. Catholic 

Church involvement has meant less of an emphasis on 

democracy and more of an emphasis on getting the job 

accomplished, which job also served the interests of the 

northwest Bronx Church.

A second conclusion suggested from the data is related 

to the above, even follows from it, but is distinct; this 

has to do with the issue of class struggle. Based on the 

above as well as data from the body of the dissertation, 

it appears that from its early beginnings, there was 

elite control of the Coalition and a general lack of real 

democracy within the organization. While there was 

substantial grassroots participation, this participation 

did not result in real democracy. As was stated earlier, 

any democratic elements that may have existed within the 

organization were stifled in favor of efficiency, order, 

and centralized and hierarchical control. Thus, rather 

than the Coalition being someth ing resemb1ing a 

neighborhood social movement it was much more 1 ike a 

neighborhood interest group, with the crucial distinction 

between movement and interest group being the amount of 

grassroots participation and level of spontaneity as 

opposed to organization. This being the case it is more
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and more difficult to characterize the activities of the 

Coalition as class struggle with class consciousness. In 

other words, as the Coal i t ion became more and more 

dominated by the few, as it began to depend more and more 

on a few core activists to accomplish it goals, then it 

moved away from the people, away from considerations of 

class, and more to considerations of goal attainment. In 

other words, the Coalition may have been engaged in class 

politics but more and more it isolated itself from the 

people and therefore became snore and more like an 

interest group. As an interest group, it will pull for 

its own, it will try to get what It can for its people, 

but it will not identify with other city peoples or 

neighborhoods in the same plight ass the people of the 

northwest Bronx. Thus, the behavior of the City Services 

Committee and its symbolism became more the model the 

Coalition's struggle than that of the Reinvestment 

Committee.

Finally, on the issue of race and class, here again, 

the problem with interest group politics without real 

grassroots participation and a conscious ideology is that 

it leaves unspoken what should be discussed, i.e. the 

divisions that continue to plague American society. On 

this Issue, the evidence is that the Coalition, along 

with the impact of market forces, has helped to stabilize
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the housing situation in the northwest Bronx. The 

Coalition has been instrumental in getting both private 

and public funding for the renovation of literally 

thousands of a p a r t m e n t s . Coalition neighborhood 

associations have even developed their own local housing 

corporat ions which have taken over, renovated, and now 

manage apartment buildings. It appears that the northwest 

Bronx Is stabilizing in a manner reminiscent of the way 

it once was. And, therein lies the problem. On the one 

hand, much has been accomplished, but on the other hand, 

the ultimate conservatism of the Coalition hs revealed. 

Generally, the system of inequality that previously 

existed in the northwest Bronx has in part been 

reestablished (though at significantly lower levels). 

The northwest Bronx is now largely Hispanic and black, 

w i t h  a still significant though dwindling white 

population (though a recent increase in the number of 

Irish immigrants has altered the ratio of minority to 

white Inhabitants in the Norwood section). The areas that 

were the "best" places to live have been maintained as 

such, e.g.along the Grand Concourse, Kingsbridge Heights, 

Bedford Park, and the areas that were always the least 

desirable are where the poor live, on Decatur, Jerome, 

and Webster. So, the abandonment and arson that once 

threatened the northwest Bronx appears to have been
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stopped, and this of course is a great accomplishment. 

But, the s u c c e s s  c o n s i s t s  in part of s imply 

reestablishing the old system of inequality that once 

existed. Furthermore, in that there has been a kind of 

m o d e r a t e  g e n t r i f i c a t i o n ,  with i n c r e a s e d  rents 

accompanying the renovation of most apartments (with two 

bedroom apartments now renting for $300 a month) the poor 

have been squeezed out. While the issue of racial 

discrimination is probably less serious than it was in 

the 1970s, the neighborhood's stabilization at even 

moderately high rents means that the northwest Bronx is 

yet another neighborhood where the poor cannot live. A 

former Cocilit ion organizer, now director of a northwest 

Bronx neighborhood housing corporation, appeared in the 

"New York Times" about a year ago with a priest from one 

of the local parishes. The story dealt with their efforts 

to get funding for the establishment of a shelter for 

homeless families in the northwest Bronx. Why a shelter 

for the homeless in the northwest Bronx? Obviously 

because there is a lack of affordable housing for the 

poor, not only in the city in general, but even in humble 

areas like the northwest Bronx.

A few years back, when I talked to this same former 

Coalition organizer, and asked him about managing 

buildings and about what he did when tenants did not pay
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their rent, when the Coalition was in a position to act 

like a landlord, he said that it was indeed difficult, 

but that he had to do exactly what landlords do, i.e. 

evict people who did did not pay their rent.

Thus, the Coalition may have succeeded in stabilizing the 

northwest Bronx, but it has done so by reproducing the 

same mechanisms (and relat ions) that had previously 

operated to maintain stability. The divisions that had 

previously existed but were in flux for a period of time 

are now going back in place, the northwest Bronx is 

returning to a state of equi1ibrium wherein conf1ict and 

turmoi1 move again below the surface, the previously 

existent status quo is again being reproduced.
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