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abstr ac t
This article explores the rehabilitation of a tenement block of Harlem’s West 114th Street in the late 
1960s in order to examine the nature of housing rehabilitation as a common architectural practice in 
the aftermath of midcentury urban renewal. Rehabilitation became an antidote to renewal’s human 
and architectural costs by promising the retention of buildings and the people who inhabited them. 
Sponsors intended the West 114th Street project to be a model for such approaches, generating ex-
tensive documentation in a book, documentary �lm, and local and national press. Yet a close reading 
of the project and this multimedia record suggests a more complex—and often fraught—history of 
rehabilitation. Despite promising to pursue architectural and social interventions equally on a block 
struggling with poverty and drug addiction, backers came to prioritize the physical at the expense 
of the social. Moreover, in their drive to showcase the architectural transformation that provided the 
most compelling images of this as a model project, rehab supporters espoused a physically deter-
minist view that architectural change was itself enough to solve di�cult socioeconomic challenges. 
Rehabilitation thus ultimately repeated many of urban renewal’s mistakes, leaving residents still 
struggling in homes whose physical improvements proved �eeting.

Dorothy Mangum and her family moved from 
257 to 263 West 114th Street, on the same Harlem 
block, in May 1966. “The distance was short,” 
explained a lushly illustrated book published 
by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) two years later. “But in the 
way of life about to be opened up, Mr. and Mrs. 
Mangum and their seven children had accom-
plished a leap in time.” Two images told the tale 
(Figure 1). In one, a too-bright light blazed onto a 
dingy, unpeopled kitchen below. Floral curtains 
tried to dress the space up, but a cracked ceiling, 
with bulges suggesting water in�ltration, domi-
nated the picture. Below, a pile of pans implied 
the limited space available here. Electrical wir-
ing strung across the image indicated out-of-
date technology, and greater dangers too. In the 
second image, two Mangum children, Charles 

and Marie, washed dishes in a di£erent kitchen. 
An even light bathed the space, while a short 
cord dutifully connected a percolator to a nearby 
socket. Jars of �our, sugar, and co£ee on one 
side of the counter left plenty of room for food 
preparation on the other. Cabinets, counters, and 
walls appeared as smooth as the porcelain plate 
in Charles’s right hand.1

In depicting the transition from old kitchen 
to new, the photographs intended to convey more 
than just physical transformation. “Two years 
earlier,” the text explained, “Mrs. Mangum’s 
world was focused within the four dark walls 
of her �at. . . . Poverty and her seemingly pow-
erless status as a member of a minority group 
limited the natural instincts of a warm, gregari-
ous, and assertive human being.” Yet new kitch-
ens brought new hopes, explained The House on 
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W. 114th Street. “Now, a dramatic experiment in 
rehabilitation—human as well as structural—
has helped her improve her home and broaden 
her outlook.”2 Dorothy Mangum’s apartment was 
part of a project that rehabilitated the entirety of 
her block, upgrading the railroad apartments of 
old-law tenement houses into newly refurbished 
homes with unconnected bedrooms, doors that 
closed, modernized bathrooms and kitchens, 
and updated wiring and plumbing, all without 
changing their exterior. Mangum was part of 
this architectural transformation too, the proj-
ect’s backers suggested. Outwardly she was still 
Dorothy Mangum. But inside, as story after story 
about the West 114th Street project explained, 
she and her neighbors had also been changed.

Rehabbed houses and the rehabbed people 
who inhabited them suggested a simple equa-
tion: the former would lead to the latter. And 
in drawing that conclusion, projects like the 
rehabilitation of thirty-six tenement buildings 
on West 114th Street also implied something 
else: that even in the years after the decline 
of large-scale clearance and reconstruction of 

urban land, popularly known as urban renewal, 
strategies that were largely physical in nature 
remained predominant as responses to the per-
sistence of urban poverty and its e£ects in com-
munities like Harlem. Housing rehabilitation 
had surfaced repeatedly in the postwar period 
under the umbrella of urban renewal. But in 
the mid-1960s it reemerged in predominantly 
low-income communities like Harlem—the fre-
quent targets of wholesale redevelopment—as 
an antidote to urban renewal, in nearly every 
way advertised as urban renewal’s antithesis. 
Clearance-based redevelopment had demolished 
the existing urban fabric of communities, but re-
habilitation promised to retain and even restore 
that fabric. Urban renewal was costly but, back-
ers promised, rehab would be much cheaper. 
Most crucially, renewal often brought the whole-
sale displacement of existing residents, many of 
whom, like the Mangums, were �nancially im-
poverished people of color. But projects like that 
on West 114th Street promised that residents 
could remain in their communities. Rehabilita-
tion might require moving a couple of doors up, 

Figure 1. Kitchens 
in the Mangum 
family’s apartments, 
before (left) and after 
(right) rehabilitation. 
Photographs by Henry 
Monroe, from U.S. 
Department of Housing 
and Urban Development, 
The House on W. 114th 
Street (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban 
Development, 1968).
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o�cials and project sponsors promised, but not 
leaving the block.3

The West 114th Street project was at the fore-
front of this e£ort, celebrated in o�cial pub-
lications, a �lm by the Maysles brothers, and 
magazines from Good Housekeeping to Progres-
sive Architecture. From the beginning, it was pro-
moted as a model project—what Hortense Gabel, 
head of the New York City Rent and Rehabilita-
tion Administration, described as “a pioneering 
program with implications for the future of all 
American cities.”4 Gabel framed it as a solution 
that avoided the pitfalls of urban renewal, which 
she characterized as “entirely architectural” and 
thus indi£erent to the many socioeconomic chal-
lenges that existing residents faced.5 And, in-
deed, backers initially emphasized that physical 
transformation would stand alongside needed 
social services.

Yet promises that the physical and social 
would share equally on West 114th Street proved 
hollow. In reality, sponsors and o�cials consis-
tently prioritized the block’s physical transfor-
mation, an outcome especially connected to the 
project’s identity as a model for post-renewal re-
habilitation. Eager to show those beyond 114th 
Street what could be done with aging tenements, 
backers emphasized architectural changes that 
provided the most dramatic tale of rebirth. At 
the same time, backers largely abandoned prom-
ised social programming, which, while acutely 
needed, was less visually compelling than full 
rehabilitation. O�cial and uno�cial accounts 
of the project re�ected these priorities: vivid de-
pictions of the tenements and their residents—
like the Mangums—before and after renovation 
suggested that the physical rehabilitation of 
buildings was itself enough to bring about the 
social rehabilitation of inhabitants. In doing so, 
an approach o£ered as a panacea in the face of 
disruptive redevelopment frequently repeated 
the very same physical determinism as urban 
renewal, a perilous strategy that traced its roots 
all the way back to the rise of city planning in the 
Progressive Era.6

The story of the reconstruction of the West 
114th Street block between Seventh and Eighth 
Avenues suggests the need to understand re-

habilitation in this era as more than simply the 
enlightened answer to urban renewal’s harms. If 
frequently de�ned in opposition to its predeces-
sors in the mid- to late-1960s, rehab nonetheless 
had its own complex and often fraught history. 
With the simultaneous rise of historic preserva-
tion, anti-renewal activism, and do-it-yourself 
culture, rehabilitation became a familiar strat-
egy in both the public and private sectors during 
this time. Often focused on saving the very ver-
nacular building types that renewal had targeted 
as obsolete and outmoded—such as the old-law 
tenements of 114th Street—rehabilitation itself 
became something of a ubiquitous vernacular. It 
took di£erent forms, from moderate to gut reha-
bilitation, and took shape in many contexts, from 
ambitious test projects to home repair. The West 
114th Street project stands as an especially iconic 
example of this approach, emblematic of both the 
wide interest rehab attracted and the risks it en-
tailed in Harlem and more broadly.

Urban renewal’s failures had often derived 
from its overwhelming emphasis on the physical. 
Rehabilitation here, if di£erent in both means 
and ends, likewise found that its dependence on 
physical intervention bore the seeds of its even-
tual failure. Rehab overestimated the e�cacy 
and potential of physical change in a neighbor-
hood whose inhabitants faced daily trials includ-
ing high unemployment, discrimination, active 
drug markets, addiction, and de�cient public 
services. Revitalized tenements, even at a scale 
larger than a single building, remained insu�-
cient in the face of sweeping structural factors—
like deindustrialization, suburbanization, and 
systemic racism—that were ultimately to blame 
for Harlem’s state of a£airs by the 1960s. As it 
unfolded, the West 114th Street project suggested 
the limits of approaches to persistent urban prob-
lems that emphasized physical reconstruction, 
no matter their architectural form.

A Model Project
At the heart of the West 114th Street project were 
the tenements that provided its raw material. 
Though rehabilitation made this block famous, 
the mid-rise buildings stretching between Sev-
enth and Eighth Avenues were, in fact, quite 
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ordinary. Thirty-seven originally ran up and 
down the block, unbroken on the south side and 
interrupted short of Seventh Avenue by Wad-
leigh Junior High School on the street’s north 
side (Figure 2). Each stood �ve stories tall and 
while they rose as seven di£erent developments 
between 1895 and 1899, the buildings were simi-
lar in material and style. This was in part because 
the architectural �rms responsible for them—
Ferdon & Ellicott, Neville & Bagge, John P. Leo, 
and Kerby & Co.—each designed multiple build-
ings and, in some cases, more than one develop-
ment project on the block, and especially because 
regulations and pro�t motivation largely limited 
the architects’ creative latitude. Fire-escape-
dominated façades �lled the width of their nar-
row lots as developers sought to maximize in-

vestments; their pressed-metal cornices largely 
aligned. Likewise, the tenements shared the 
prominent and restrained residential language 
of the late nineteenth-century Renaissance re-
vival. While many carried brownstone on their 
façades, they were not the elegant townhouses 
one typically thinks of as “brownstones.” Rather, 
these were densely packed, densely inhabited 
multifamily buildings, twenty-�ve feet wide 
and  with the characteristic form of dwellings 
guided by the Tenement House Act of 1879. This 
tenement type would become known as “old-law” 
when the Tenement House Act of 1901 sought to 
abolish dim, crowded, unventilated buildings by 
requiring larger courtyards, more windows, and 
more toilets, among other improvements. Com-
pleted just a couple of years before the reforms 
that ushered in “new-law” tenements, the West 
114th Street apartments were consistent with 
their de�cient predecessors. Buildings stood 
shoulder-to-shoulder and little light reached inte-
riors: tenements on the north side, the �rst built 
here, bore only narrow V-shaped slots facing rear 
yards and miniscule square light shafts shared 
with their neighbors at mid-lot. The south side, 
built subsequently, was hardly an improvement, 
with hexagonal light shafts and rear wells only 
slightly larger.7

Inside, architectural plans echoed the den-
sity of the block (Figure 3). Buildings typically 
contained two or three apartments per �oor, 
with a superintendent’s apartment in the base-
ment, yielding tenements with eleven or sixteen 
apartments. In the case of eleven-unit buildings, 
upper �oors consisted of two apartments paral-
lel to each other from front to back. Nicknamed 
“railroad �ats,” their rooms were strung together 
in a line. Occupants entered into the living room 
and passed through two bedrooms to reach the 
dining room, bathroom, or kitchen. Or they en-
tered into the dining room and passed through 
the bedrooms to reach the living room. In tene-
ments with three apartments per �oor, a similar 
arrangement prevailed. At 230 West 114th Street, 
for example, two-bedroom units (without dining 
rooms) mirrored each other in the front part of 
each �oor, while a third apartment, U-shaped in 
plan, overlooked the rear yard. The tenements 

Figure 2. East- facing view 
of West 114th Street from 
Morningside Park, with 
the block undergoing 
rehabilitation— between 
Seventh and Eighth 
Avenues— pictured at 
center. Photograph by 
Henry Monroe, from The 
House on W. 114th Street 
(1968).



BRIAN D. GOLDSTEIN, REHABBING HOUSING, REHABBING PEOPLE | 47

of 114th Street were not among the very worst 
of their genre; tenements with four or even �ve 
apartments per �oor still met Board of Health 
approval in the late nineteenth century. Yet 
eleven-unit buildings were the most common 
variety at the time these were built, and sixteen-
apartment tenements were not unusual either, 
meaning that these typi�ed the major shortcom-
ings across this building type. Signi�cant among 
those shortcomings was a lack of privacy: some 
bedrooms had broad, doorless openings into liv-
ing rooms and all apartments required passage 
through private spaces to reach more communal 
ones, leaving their residents rather exposed.8

This 114th Street block resembled many 
neighboring blocks, and so too did it follow a 
typical path in Central Harlem in the early twen-

tieth century. Tenements here rose in conjunc-
tion with the wave of speculative building that 
accompanied the growth of mass transportation 
uptown in the late nineteenth century. Across 
Harlem, the construction of elevated lines 
spurred developers to adopt the tenement form 
as a type that could quickly and cheaply house 
poor and working-class residents, many recent 
immigrants, and all white. On this block, resi-
dents had immediate or generational ties to a 
range of countries in northern, central, and 
southern Europe, from Ireland to Sweden to 
Russia. Though their buildings were crowded, 
residents could claim fewer neighbors than 
many Manhattan tenement dwellers. In 1900, 
the borough’s tenements held just over thirty-
seven residents per building, while the block’s 

Figure 3. Plan views 
of typical apartments 
in West 114th Street 
tenement buildings, with 
existing, railroad- flat 
style apartments on the 
left and rehabilitated, 
reconfigured apartments 
on the right. From The 
House on W. 114th Street 
(1968).
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tenements held an average of just over twenty-
six. As was true across Harlem, however, the 
neighborhood’s racial composition and density 
began to change in the early 1900s, as African 
American real estate entrepreneurs saw oppor-
tunity in under-inhabited buildings, coinciding 
with the displacement of black New Yorkers from 
Midtown and the arrival of many more from the 
American South. The consequent racial transfor-
mation of the neighborhood started at Harlem’s 
center, near 135th Street and Lenox Avenue, but 
had reached this block by 1930. Within a decade, 
African Americans inhabited the entirety of this 
stretch of 114th Street, and they did so at consid-
erably higher numbers than their predecessors. 
An average of 43.6 residents lived in each build-
ing by 1940, as more and larger households made 
homes here. Though initial conditions often ex-
ceeded those of previous residences, a common 
story of decline unfolded over subsequent de-
cades: residents were packed in, private landlords 
often prioritized income over maintenance, and, 
more generally, Harlem faced strong headwinds 
created by racial discrimination and increasing 
deindustrialization.9

As Harlem lurched from Harlem Renaissance 
to urban crisis by midcentury, this block rode the 
same tides. In 1965, 380 families lived here, with 
1,600 total members, 557 of whom were chil-
dren. In 1960, they were poorer than the city av-
erage, with a median income of $4,100 (approxi-
mately $35,200 in 2019 dollars) and more likely 
to be unemployed, with 10 percent seeking work, 
compared to 6.9 percent across Manhattan and 
4.4 percent in the city as a whole. While nearly 
77 percent of children under eighteen lived with 
both parents in New York City in 1960, just over 
43 percent did so on this stretch of West 114th 
Street. On average, residents had completed 9.1 
years of school, while New York City residents in 
general had completed over ten. Two characteris-
tics contrasted with these unfavorable measures: 
65 percent of residents had lived in their home 
more than �ve years, indicating greater stability 
than the rest of the city’s old-law tenement dwell-
ers, and residents had higher incomes, on aver-
age, than those in old-law tenements throughout 
the city. Yet these facts only highlighted the ex-

tent of housing segregation in the city; even resi-
dents who earned more than their neighbors had 
few decent housing choices. That was certainly 
evident here. While 73.7 percent of housing in 
New York at this time was considered sound, 
only 27.2 percent of this area met that criteria in 
the 1960 U.S. Census. More than 61 percent of 
the housing on the 114th Street block ranked as 
deteriorating, while over 11 percent reached the 
worst status of dilapidated. The block’s crowded 
residents, far more often than not, lived in poor 
conditions.10

When o�cials came looking for a block that 
could serve as a test case for housing rehabilita-
tion, it is not surprising that they ended up here. 
The West 114th Street project traced its origins 
to 1964, when the city’s Rent and Rehabilitation 
Administration, under its demonstration reha-
bilitation program, joined with federal and pri-
vate partners to shape such an e£ort. The Freder-
ick W. Richmond Foundation signed on early as 
a sponsor, with the Carol W. Haussamen Foun-
dation soon joining. Together they formed the 
Community Improvement Corporation of Man-
hattan, or CICOM, a nonpro�t that purchased 
the block’s thirty-seven tenements (one of which 
was later demolished) after an exhaustive search 
to meet the city’s goal of �nding a project up-
town. Speci�cally, they considered twenty-four 
possible blocks between 98th and 148th Streets, 
settling on this one for reasons both practical and 
symbolic. As o�cials later explained, this block 
appealed “because of the uniformity of the struc-
tures and absence of rooming houses, industrial 
plants or garages.” Buildings remained intact 
structurally, relatively speaking, and were close 
to schools, parks, and public transportation. They 
were likewise acquirable: the Richmond Founda-
tion, then acting alone and discretely, convinced 
the twenty-two property owners on the block to 
sell by early 1965.11

Yet the block also found itself at the epicenter 
of larger trends that bu£eted Harlemites. Along-
side ubiquitous poverty, narcotics were especially 
a problem; the intersection of 114th Street and 
Eighth Avenue was a prominent drug market. 
The block itself had a reputation for drug sales 
and drug-related vandalism. Residents knew it as 
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“Hustler’s Street.” Properties often had unstable 
ownership, with absentee landlords driving inade-
quate maintenance. Number 263, the Mangums’ 
future home, had no fewer than twenty-one own-
ers between its construction in 1884 and the 
mid-1960s. Proprietors at the latter end largely 
viewed these as cash cows, rent generating but 
not meriting upkeep. With superintendents no 
longer collecting trash and long treks between 
apartments and dim basements, residents had 
taken to throwing garbage out of their windows. 
The yards behind the buildings �lled with refuse; 
unsurprisingly, rats were a constant problem in-
side and out (Figure 4). When the city’s Economic 
Opportunity Committee described the block in 
1966, they wrote that “there was scarcely a more 
dismal stretch of land in all Manhattan.”12

Beyond the speci�c conditions of the block, 
two national factors drove both the develop-
ment of the rehabilitation project and the shape 
it took. Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty com-
menced early in 1964, and the associated Eco-
nomic Opportunity Act passed just before the 
city and CICOM obtained the 114th Street build-
ings. This timing was not coincidental. As the 
New York Times described the project, it was “An 
Antipoverty Test in Harlem,” one enabled by �-
nancial support from Johnson’s initiative. In part 
this came through a direct grant from the federal 
O�ce of Economic Opportunity (OEO), which 
provided $390,000 divided among support for 
mortgage interest costs (e£ectively a rent sub-
sidy), sta£ support and facilities for social ser-
vice programs, and documentation of the proj-
ect, including The House on W. 114th Street and 
a documentary �lm. The mortgage underlying 
the project came through the Federal Housing 
Administration, which provided a $5.5 million 
insured loan under the 221(d)(3) program (later 
increased to over $6.6 million), to fund nonpro�t 
housing at below-market interest rates. This was 
the �rst use of this mortgage type for a rehab 
project of this size.13

If the War on Poverty fueled the project, so too 
did the project serve as a national symbol for the 
War on Poverty. In April 1965, rehab got under-
way; in July, the House Subcommittee on the 
War on Poverty Program held a unique hearing 

on the block, which Harlem congressman and 
subcommittee chairman Adam Clayton Powell 
Jr. called the �rst hearing “held literally ‘in the 
streets.’” Before an audience that included about 
two hundred people assembled around the plat-
form erected in the middle of 114th Street and 
another hundred on stoops, �re escapes, and 
in windows, Powell described Harlem as “the 
nerve center of the war on poverty.” Following 
the testimony of Hortense Gabel, Powell asked 
if the project would have been impossible with-
out support from the poverty war. Gabel’s answer 
came clearly. “There is no question about it,” she 

Figure 4. Rear yards 
of West 114th Street 
buildings before 
rehabilitation (ca. 1966), 
showing garbage that 
had collected over time. 
Courtesy U.S. National 
Archives and Records 
Administration, photo 
no. 207- S- 166- 1- 15.
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replied. “We could have rehabilitated . . . but we 
would have been rehabilitating for middle-class 
strivers.”14

At the same time, the national conversation 
around urban redevelopment likewise shaped 
the rehabilitation e£ort on 114th Street. A speci�c 
form of urban renewal had dominated American 
city centers for several decades, especially in New 
York City and often in Harlem. That approach, 
symbolized by Robert Moses, New York City’s 
longtime redevelopment czar, involved demoli-
tion of existing urban fabric and new develop-
ment on a scale spanning city blocks. Land tar-
geted for clearance encompassed a variety of uses 
but was often residential; replacements ranged 
widely in function, from residential to industrial 
to institutional. What these projects shared was a 
monumental, modernist architectural language, 
a disproportionate focus on communities inhab-
ited by low-income people of color, and an em-
phasis on physical solutions to complex urban 
problems. Postwar Harlemites saw this �rsthand 
in new public and middle-class housing and pro-
posals for university and industrial expansion, 
plans that had cleared or would clear hundreds 
of acres uptown.15

Yet by the early sixties, broad opposition to 
this strategy had grown nationally, in response 
to both its social costs and the physical empha-
sis that brought them about. In this context, 
rehabilitation surfaced as a major alternative to 
clearance-based urban renewal. The most fa-
mous renewal critique, Jane Jacobs’s The Death 
and Life of Great American Cities, published in 
1961, exempli�ed this trend. On the one hand, 
she criticized architects and planners whose 
modernist interventions she derided as “wishes, 
familiar superstitions, oversimpli�cations, and 
symbols,” unwilling and unable to engage with 
the complexity of real life. On the other, she cele-
brated the forms of the existing city, especially 
the buildings and blocks that urban renewal 
sought to demolish, seeing in these the founda-
tion for successful urban communities. Hardly 
alone in this, residents and even government 
o�cials joined in a revaluation of places like 
Harlem, one that recognized that such neighbor-
hoods were not perfect but could be rejuvenated 

through rehabilitation of existing urban fabric 
rather than full-scale redevelopment. The Archi-
tects’ Renewal Committee in Harlem, a group 
of activist architects and planners focused on 
providing design services to Harlemites threat-
ened by redevelopment, pointed to rehab as an 
ideal approach that could allow residents to re-
main in place.16 So did the city government under 
both the Wagner and Lindsay administrations. 
“Urban renewal is an ever changing process, 
constantly becoming more sensitive and respon-
sive to the physical, economic, and social needs 
of our citizens,” Mayor Robert Wagner said in an 
October 1965 speech. His administration high-
lighted rehabilitation as a civic priority over the 
next three years. Likewise, Wagner’s successor, 
John V. Lindsay, made rehab a focus of his design 
vision for the city, which emphasized small-scale 
interventions attentive to neighborhood needs.17

Rehabilitation and urban renewal had main-
tained a complicated relationship over the pre-
vious two decades. Though the Housing Act of 
1949 focused on a slum clearance approach, 
its 1954 successor incorporated rehabilitation 
as a means of urban transformation. Indeed, 
“urban renewal,” a term initiated in the latter 
act, originally designated a speci�c emphasis on 
code enforcement and rehabilitation, a strategy 
pushed by housing industry interest groups as 
a private-market-friendly alternative to “urban 
redevelopment.” Supported by the 1954 law, a 
number of cities took a rehabilitation approach 
in subsequent projects, most notably at sites like 
Philadelphia’s Society Hill, Hyde Park–Kenwood 
in Chicago, New Haven’s Wooster Square, and 
Manhattan’s Upper West Side. However, while 
such projects attracted attention as they restored 
existing buildings, often for more aÈuent resi-
dents, they were exceptional. Home builders 
showed limited interest, �nding rehab slow and 
complicated, and clearance remained predomi-
nant. In time, urban renewal and urban redevel-
opment came to carry the same meaning—slum 
clearance—and both attracted equal scorn.18

Instead of a more sensitive approach under 
the umbrella of renewal, by the mid-1960s re-
habilitation became renewal’s foil, something 
separate and typically o£ered as an antidote. 
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Rehab focused on retaining the people that re-
development displaced, emphasized historic 
buildings over monumental modernism, and 
promised comprehensive approaches where re-
newal prioritized physical interventions. That 
was certainly the case as supporters described 
this block. “Meeting the total housing needs of 
our people through the bulldozer approach . . . is 
no longer acceptable as a full and total answer to 
our housing problems,” Mayor Wagner declared 
at the ceremony launching the West 114th Street 
e£ort. Here, Gabel promised, buildings could be 
made livable “without the heartbreak of reloca-
tion.” She criticized urban renewal for emphasiz-
ing the physical “without concern for the fami-
lies involved.” This project, she explained, would 
be di£erent: “The social and physical problems 
are so closely interrelated that it’s naïve to think 
of tackling one without the other. We have the 
tools now.”19

As rehabilitation came into vogue, West 114th 
Street was one among several contemporary proj-
ects in New York and elsewhere focused on rehab 
in the predominantly low-income neighborhoods 
that urban renewal had once targeted. Some of 
these, like West 114th Street, were fully separate 
from redevelopment programs, while others 
were administered by redevelopment authorities 
but with di£erent funding sources than urban 
renewal. They ranged in their scope of work from 
full rehabilitation to only the changes necessary 
to meet building codes, and likewise ranged in 
building type, from single-family homes to large 
apartment buildings. For example, the city dem-
onstration project supporting West 114th Street’s 
rehabilitation, administered by the Rent and Re-
habilitation Administration and sustained with 
federal funds, included projects on East 100th 
and East 102nd Streets and West 15th and West 
16th Streets. The city also saw an experimental 
“instant rehabilitation” e£ort on East 107th and 
East 108th Streets and Madison Avenue in East 
Harlem—backed by the Frederick W. Richmond 
Foundation, like West 114th Street—intended 
to complete rehabilitation in a mere two weeks. 
Beyond New York, notable e£orts included those 
of the Chicago Dwellings Association, a quasi-
public nonpro�t corporation that acquired six- to 

eighteen-unit apartment buildings through re-
ceivership or purchase and then rehabbed them 
only up to code; and a range of programs in Phila-
delphia that involved city- and nonpro�t-led re-
habilitation and resale of homes. These projects 
shared an interest in �nding alternatives to urban 
renewal. As the director of the Chicago e£ort ex-
plained, rehabilitation by nonpro�t corporations 
“would certainly be cheaper and less disruptive 
than the wholesale leveling of neighborhoods.”20

The West 114th Street project emerged as 
more than just another New York example of a 
growing nationwide trend toward rehabilitation 
in the late 1960s. Rather, it became a national 
exemplar, an identity it earned for the character-
istics that distinguished it, including its focus 
on improving tenements, a particularly di�cult 
building type that earlier rehab e£orts had not 
pursued; on retaining existing tenants on the 
block, something that other projects, such as the 
Chicago e£ort, did not do; and on providing so-
cial services alongside physical improvements, a 
likewise unique ambition. In this light, backers 
and observers explained it not merely as an ex-
ample of what could be done instead of clearance-
oriented renewal, but as the model project, a 
highly visible symbol that charted a path away 
from urban renewal’s physical focus and social 
costs. Certainly, its early role in the city’s anti-
poverty program and subsequent selection for 
the on-site congressional hearing suggested this, 
as did the luminaries who celebrated its launch at 
a public news conference. Those included O�ce 
of Economic Opportunity head Sargent Shriver; 
Robert Weaver, administrator of the Housing 
and Home Finance Agency and, soon, the �rst 
leader of HUD; and Jacob Javits and Robert  F. 
Kennedy, New York’s senators. No less than Pres-
ident Johnson commended the project upon its 
groundbreaking, calling it a “signi�cant achieve-
ment” and a “forerunner of other successes 
throughout the Nation in our aggressive attack 
on poverty.” Progressive Architecture called it a 
“test case for future large-scale urban rehabilita-
tion”; the New York Times described a “test tube,” 
one whose legacy would ultimately be “the care-
ful step-by-step record that is being kept,” which 
would enable this e£ort to inform subsequent 
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rehabilitation projects elsewhere. Gabel saw it 
as a model project, too, comparing it to another 
recent experiment in city-building that had at-
tracted widespread attention. Sitting before the 
congressional subcommittee, amid the ongoing 
West 114th Street project, she explained that soon 
this would become “Reston in Harlem”—not a 
suburban new town in this case, but a revital-
ized urban block that would blaze a trail just the 
same. Many were watching with anticipation, to 
see what rehabilitation could do.21

Physical Transformation on West 114th Street
Meeting o�cials’ assurances that the rehabilita-
tion of West 114th Street would not repeat urban 
renewal’s emphasis on buildings over people, 
early accounts of the project underlined its social 
dimensions. One of those dimensions involved 
programming for community-oriented facilities 
on the block. The project’s architects, Henry L. 
Horowitz and Wei-Foo Chun, planned renova-
tions of most of the tenements’ basements—
each of which had ground-level access to the rear 
yards—for this purpose. Funded by OEO and 
developed in concert with Harlem’s community 
action program (HARYOU-ACT) and the local 
block association, these e£orts showed the in�u-
ence of the War on Poverty and its goal of fos-
tering participation. Residents employed by the 
Rent and Rehabilitation Administration inter-
viewed tenants of the block to understand their 
speci�c needs. In July 1965, the city hired a di-
rector to guide social programming. Early projec-
tions suggested day care, preschool, recreational 
activities for both teenagers and senior residents, 
health care, and job training, among other ser-
vices. A plan for these “anti-poverty activities,” 
as the city described them, was to be completed 
by early 1966, yet o�cials reported activities al-
ready occupying still-unrenovated basements as 
residents moved into the �rst three rehabilitated 
buildings in October 1965. These included “an 
arts and culture workshop” and a “Cadet Corps,” 
a military-inspired program for school-age resi-
dents intended to teach discipline alongside 
sports and tutoring.22

Project backers also emphasized direct em-
ployment in the rehabilitation e£ort as a second 

strategy. This ranged from project planning, as 
with those employed to interview residents, to 
maintenance. CICOM, the e£ort’s private spon-
sor, employed block residents as the project’s resi-
dent manager, maintenance head, and secretary. 
As workers launched the �rst phase of construc-
tion in April 1965, encompassing three build-
ings on the north side, the second phase later 
that year, consisting of the rest of the north side, 
and the third phase—the block’s south side—in 
August 1966, they did so as integrated crews. 
Black subcontractors were among those complet-
ing electrical, masonry, and painting work and 
supplying appliances. African American–owned 
Harlem businesses provided security and neces-
sary structural engineering. A black-owned mov-
ing company run by a block resident relocated 
neighbors from old to new units. The city liked 
to point out that three subcontractors were able to 
join their respective unions (electrical, carpentry 
and painting, and masonry) as a consequence of 
their work here, undermining the racial exclu-
sivity common to construction unions. By fall 
1966, the city estimated that 35 percent of the 
subcontracting business was going to African 
Americans and more than half of the workers on 
a typical day were likewise African American. At 
the congressional hearing, Hortense Gabel told 
Congressman Powell that “60 to 95 percent of 
the employees working here are Negroes.” The 
assembled crowd cheered, the New York Times
reported.23

Yet even as West 114th Street’s backers were 
careful to emphasize the project’s socioeconomic 
aspects in making their case both before and 
during construction, the physical dimension 
nonetheless formed the e£ort’s centerpiece from 
the start. This was evident overall, in the proj-
ect’s oft-noted reach from avenue to avenue. In 
carrying out the rehabilitation work—which 
stretched into 1968—across an entire block, 
workers were making explicit the fundamental 
assumption that architectural intervention at 
this scale would transform the lives of residents. 
Retained façades, complete with their historic de-
tails and stoops, embodied the project’s purpose-
ful rejection of clearance-based redevelopment, 
but architects planned exterior interventions 
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that would nevertheless cast this as a reimagined 
physical space. Proposed street closure repre-
sented one such method, intended to make this 
block self-contained. Architects’ renderings de-
picted other strategies (Figures 5 and 6). In those 
drawings, large street trees, distinctive paving, 
and shaded benches lined 114th Street while the 
rear of the buildings, once �lled with trash, ap-
peared instead as a communal plaza full of mod-
ern landscape elements, more trees, and fami-
lies. A passage through one building facilitated 
movement between these spaces, reframing the 
tenements not as symbols of poverty but as the 
prelude to a �owing, semi-public outdoor living 
room for block residents. Such changes would 
purposely set the street apart from its neighbors, 
emphasizing dramatic physical transformation 
while the buildings remained intact.24

The centrality of the project’s physical trans-
formation was also clear at the scale of individual 
apartments, where full gut rehabilitation pre-
vailed over more moderate approaches to renova-
tion. Reorientation of �oor plans and the com-
plete overhaul of interior elements de�ned this 
strategy, demonstrating the extent to which back-
ers prioritized wholesale architectural change in-
side the buildings. The signi�cance of this ap-
proach became evident in comparison with the 
kind of contemporaneous building-by-building 
rehabilitation that middle-class residents were 
undertaking on their own in Brooklyn and cities 
like Washington, D.C. So-called brownstoners 
focused on restoring, not demolishing, original 
layouts, �nishes, and historic details, a strategy 
that explicitly sought to retain, recreate, and 
enhance a building’s architectural past. Aban-
doning the past was a central goal in West 114th 
Street interiors, however, as sponsors sought to 
realize dramatically modern living spaces, shown 
in renderings with open plans and colorful con-
temporary furniture that contrasted starkly with 
revivalist façades (Figure 7). As such, Horowitz 
and Chun fully abandoned the side-by-side orga-
nization of the railroad �ats for a standard con-
�guration that pushed one apartment to the front 
of the tenement �oor and the other to the back 
(Figure 3). Curled around a shared stair landing, 
recon�gured apartments each had one entrance, 

leading into a hall that enabled access to a living 
and dining room, bathroom, kitchen, and three 
bedrooms, one more than the existing standard 
layout. With a U-shaped con�guration and each 
room opening onto the hall, one no longer needed 
to walk through private bedrooms to access com-
mon spaces. Door swings also emphasized the 

Figure 5. Rendering by architects Horowitz and Chun of proposed exterior improve-
ments for West 114th Street streetscape, ca. 1966, showing benches, redesigned 
sidewalks, and dense tree cover. Courtesy U.S. National Archives and Records Admin-
istration, photo no. 207- S- 166- 3- 30.

Figure 6. Rendering by architects Horowitz and Chun of proposed exterior improve-
ments for the rear of West 114th Street apartment buildings, ca. 1966, showing once 
garbage- strewn yards turned into landscaped communal spaces. Courtesy U.S. National 
Archives and Records Administration, photo no. 207- S- 166- 1- 61.
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new privacy achieved here: all bedrooms now 
had standard doorways and doors that closed. 
Apartments gained modern bathrooms—their 
predecessors did not have sinks—and modern-
ized electrical wiring. Other changes included 

laminate kitchen counters, new stoves and sinks, 
more cabinets, more closets, new walls, and new 
windows. Buildings gained intercoms, electrical 
locks, new mailboxes, and trash chutes. Cleaned-
up exteriors maintained their appearance as old-
law tenements, but interiors changed dramati-
cally (Figure 8).25

O�cial and journalistic accounts both re-
�ected and reinforced this emphasis on physi-
cal intervention as the project unfolded, fore-
grounding vivid architectural transformation 
and the experiences of the residents in those 
transformed spaces. Government documenta-
tion exempli�ed this. The original OEO grant 
included $35,000 for what the New York Times
called “a step-by-step record.” That record took 
form in The House on W. 114th Street, the HUD-
published book released in 1968, and Experi-
ment on 114th Street, also released in 1968, a half-
hour-long documentary �lm produced by the 
Maysles brothers. Both took an unusual tack in 
documenting the West 114th Street project for 
potential future replication. Contemporary re-
ports on rehabilitation, for example, the Lindsay 
administration’s A Large-Scale Residential Reha-
bilitation Program for New York City, were about 

Figure 7. Rendering by architects Horowitz and Chun of proposed gut rehabilitation of 
West 114th Street apartments, ca. 1966. The depicted apartment interiors, dramatically 
modern with open plans and contemporary furniture, contrasted starkly with Renais-
sance revival exteriors. Courtesy U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, 
photo no. 207- S- 166- 1- 33.

Figure 8. Tenements 
undergoing rehabilitation 
on West 114th Street, ca. 
1966. Façades remained 
largely the same after 
rehab as before, while 
interiors changed. 
Courtesy U.S. National 
Archives and Records 
Administration, photo 
no. 207- S- 168- 1- 7.



BRIAN D. GOLDSTEIN, REHABBING HOUSING, REHABBING PEOPLE | 55

as engaging as their titles implied. That 1967 re-
port included �fty-three pages of typewritten in-
structive text and gridded charts. There was one 
illustration: a drawing on the cover of a tenement 
undergoing rehabilitation. The House on W. 114th 
Street also featured tenements on its cover: a full-
bleed black-and-white photo looking down upon 
the block at an artful oblique angle. But the next 
page shifted to a cinematic detail, not prosaic 
text: a high-contrast close-up of a pair of hands, 
holding a lit cigarette (Figures 9 and 10). No cap-
tion named the bearer of these hands, but their 
clasped nervousness suggested anticipation and 
set a tone for the book as a story told in images of 
buildings, people rehabilitating those buildings, 
and residents experiencing those buildings, all 
photographed by Henry Monroe. Two-thirds of 
the book’s pages focused on such images, all 
black-and-white and many running from edge 
to edge. Some showed the tenements before and 
after rehabilitation, others showed trash �lling 
a rear yard, and still others showed workers in-
stalling drywall and cleaning glass. Many photos 
depicted the nine Mangums moving through 
the spaces of their daily lives: posing for a fam-
ily portrait in their new living room, making a 
budget in their dining room, waiting at the doc-
tor, and traveling on the subway. Written as an 
engaging narrative, the text accompanying the 
photos chronicled drug problems on the block, 
dilapidated apartments, the family’s daily strug-
gles, and their eventual move to their new home. 
But text was not the focus, a fact evident in the 
space on the page it occupied. Rather, the book 
emphasized photographic depictions of the built 
environment as it was inhabited by people, giv-
ing readers a glimpse into what it was like to be 
in these spaces, old and new (Figure 11).26

A similar strategy de�ned Experiment on 
114th Street, which as a �lm could simulate �rst-
hand experience of the block’s spaces in ways 
that static photographs could not. The style of 
the Maysles brothers only further enhanced this 
quality for viewers. Known for the method of di-
rect cinema, Albert and David Maysles developed 
a reputation for letting the camera run, with ac-
tion unfolding as it happened. As a 1994 pro�le 
described, “the camera seems to be a �y waiting 

Figure 9. The cover of The House on W. 114th Street, the lushly photographed chronicle 
of the rehabilitation of this West 114th Street block, published by the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development in 1968. Photograph by Henry Monroe, from The 
House on W. 114th Street (1968).

Figure 10. A close- up photograph of unidentified hands, the first interior page of The 
House on W. 114th Street. Printed as a full- bleed, high- contrast image, it exemplified the 
intensely visual, observational mode by which the rehab project was chronicled here and 
in the film Experiment on 114th Street. Photograph by Henry Monroe, from The House on 
W. 114th Street (1968).
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on the walls of some very interesting places,” so 
that the viewer’s experience was akin to personal 
observation. Although not well known among 
their work, Experiment on 114th Street was no 
exception. The �lm’s opening put the viewer in 
the middle of a conversation between o�cials 
and a tenant, together discussing which rehabili-
tated apartment would best �t her family. This 
was Paige Edwards, grandmother to the Setzer 
family—the �lm’s subject. Between shots of the 
�ve Setzers, the �lm recorded the project’s back-
ers, architects, construction workers, and block 
residents occupying its various spaces. Narrated 
only lightly, most speech came from subjects 
who were talking to each other—and not always 
clearly enough to be fully intelligible—or to the 
person behind the camera, but in the mode of 
normal conversation. At times there was no 
speech at all. The e£ect was to turn the viewer 
into a direct observer—of a resident and work-

ers in a kitchen, discussing ever-present rats, or 
of Edwards in her bedroom, candidly describing 
living on the block for thirty years. In this way, 
the Maysles made the audience into apartment 
inhabitants pre- and post-rehabilitation, as if they 
were themselves part of the family making this 
move.27

The book and �lm, intended as the record to 
which subsequent rehabilitation e£orts would 
look, did not need to emphasize the project’s 
physical aspects as much as they did. Indeed, 
The House on W. 114th Street included some im-
ages that related to social dimensions, including 
a mothers’ support group, tutoring program, 
and remedial education program. Experiment on 
114th Street portrayed residents meeting to dis-
cuss available social services and included nar-
ration describing the integrated workforce. Yet 
these moments were few in number. Depictions 
of the buildings, their rehabilitation, and people 

Figure 11. An interior 
page of The House on 
W. 114th Street, showing 
the emphasis on 
photographs over text in 
the book and their focus 
on the built environment 
as occupants inhabited 
it, giving readers a sense 
of what it was like to be 
in these spaces pre-  and 
post- rehabilitation. 
Photograph by Henry 
Monroe, from The House 
on W. 114th Street (1968).
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inhabiting them were much more dominant, 
conveying the central role of physical spaces and 
their transformation.

To this end, both book and �lm adopted a 
similar narrative conceit, telling this as a tale of 
before and after and, in doing so, con�ating the 
tenements and their residents. The �lm’s narra-
tor made the link explicit in its �rst minutes, ex-
plaining, “people, like buildings, are not meant 
to be neglected.” In other words, here the story of 
architectural rehabilitation was a story of human 
rehabilitation and vice versa. Early in the �lm, 
the Maysles showed leaks, roaches, garbage, 
and sewage �ooding basements. Soon after, the 
family sat in their old apartment, eating and 
watching television, with dilapidated walls in 
the background. By the end of the �lm, however, 
the camera depicted roomy apartments with re-
�nished wood �oors. John Setzer, age four, sat 
in a new bathtub, playing with a boat. “This is 
my bathtub!” he exclaimed to the camera. Simi-
larly, early images in The House on W. 114th Street
showed men standing on a sidewalk, in seem-
ing confrontation and, in one case, holding a 
glass bottle (Figure 12). Another image depicted 
a handwritten note. “All narcotic addicts do not 
let me catch you shooting dope on those stairs,” 
it read, drawing a thread from the men, to drug 
and alcohol use, to the block (which the captions 
con�rm). The �nal interior image o£ered a dif-
ferent view of these sidewalks: three of the Mang-
ums’ young sons tore joyfully down 114th Street, 
with the rehabilitated tenements on the north 
side clearly visible behind them (Figure 13). The 
block, it seemed, had been cleared of menace as 
its homes—and their residents—became new 
again.28

There was a decided physical determinism in 
telling the story in this way, one that implied cau-
sality: improving these homes would improve the 
lives of the people who lived in them. That expla-
nation argued that architectural transformation, 
ultimately, would enact the social transformation 
that block residents needed, while making little 
mention of a role for the social services that back-
ers had initially promised. Robert Weaver voiced 
this idea clearly in his preface to The House on 
W. 114th Street. “The problems of families living 

in poverty—lack of job skills, inadequate edu-
cation, poor health, juvenile delinquency—are 
matters of the most serious national concern,” 
he stated. “Hope of alleviating these problems 
comes nearer to reality for many of these people 
as the Nation undertakes the task of rehabilitat-
ing its existing supply of housing.”29

This logic recurred repeatedly, in the words 
not only of o�cials but also of observers who 
chronicled the project, suggesting the extent to 
which the public received this as its overriding 
message. In 1968, Kiwanis Magazine picked 
up the story of the Mangums, explaining their 
move from a “rat-infested, dilapidated third-story 

Figure 12. Early images 
in The House on W. 
114th Street, like this 
one, associated the 
sidewalks around the 
block’s unrehabilitated 
tenements with crime, 
conflict, and drug 
trafficking. Photograph 
by Henry Monroe, from 
The House on W. 114th 
Street (1968).
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apartment” to their new, four-bedroom home. 
“Though they had only moved a few doors down 
the street, for the family it was like entering into 
a new world, a new life,” the article read. Good 
Housekeeping wrote about a di£erent subject—
the Roberts family—to tell a story of before and 
after on West 114th Street. The article o£ered 
a poignant anecdote that reinforced the deter-
minist equation even as it suggested some of its 
potential reality. In October 1965, the Roberts 
family had moved into one of the �rst rehabbed 
apartments. The following June, one of the chil-
dren made the honor roll. Without rats, with 
greater privacy and more space, “this apartment 
is the big reason Charles won that certi�cate,” 
Theresa Roberts explained. As this suggested, 
many area residents adopted the same theory of 
urban change as the project’s backers. A cleaner 
and tailor on the block o£ered a textbook de�ni-
tion of physical determinism in explaining the 
project to the New York Amsterdam News. “When 

the block is rehabilitated the kids will realize the 
nice surroundings and they will walk with dig-
nity and pride again,” he said. “That’s the psy-
chology behind the whole thing.”30

Sponsors had initially promised that, unlike 
urban renewal, the rehabilitation of this block 
would balance architectural and social inter-
ventions. But a clear disparity emerged in the 
rhetoric around the project. This asymmetry 
did not exist only in words; as the project took 
shape, it became evident in deeds as well. The 
project’s budget served as one simple but clear 
illustration of the priorities here. The mortgage 
that funded rehabilitation—over $6.6 million—
dwarfed the OEO’s grant of $390,000. Gut rehab 
was a complex and costly task, yet even the anti-
poverty grant only partially went to social ser-
vices, with over a third dedicated to mortgage 
interest costs and project documentation. In the 
end, $205,000 of the initial budget focused on 
planning and construction of the social program. 

Figure 13. In contrast, 
the final photograph in 
The House on W. 114th 
Street showed three 
of the Mangum sons 
running with joy down 
the sidewalk on the 
rehabilitated north side 
of the West 114th Street 
block, implying that the 
rehabbed tenements 
had also improved the 
lives of their residents. 
Photograph by Henry 
Monroe, from The House 
on W. 114th Street (1968).
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Despite assurances of comprehensiveness, plans 
for these services raised questions about whether 
they were focused on the block’s most acute prob-
lems. “When we know exactly what’s needed,” 
Gabel told a reporter, “we can tailor our program 
to this.” Yet the constituency that came up repeat-
edly in assessments of the block would not be in-
cluded. “The only exception I have made is on 
the drug addicts,” said Gabel. “I don’t know how 
we could cope with them.” The challenge of drug 
addiction was at least as complex as that of reha-
bilitating dilapidated buildings and coordinating 
the moves of hundreds of families from old to 
new units. But only the latter gained priority.31

Moreover, as construction on the block pro-
ceeded, it became clear that people su£ering 
from drug addiction were not the only residents 
searching for promised social services. By 1968, 
as physical reconstruction was wrapping up, the 
associate director of CICOM could report the 
presence of the block association, a block council 
“to coordinate activity,” a “children’s play group,” 
and a committee “which aids residents in time of 
hardship,” but the block still awaited the arrival 
of “a comprehensive set of social programs,” to be 
organized by the Urban League. “A long-range at-
tack on dope addiction and most of the other ills of 
114th Street awaits action on the Urban League’s 
human rehabilitation proposals,” Kiwanis Maga-
zine explained in May. These were to arrive “after 
construction work is done,” but their pending 
status persisted into the new decade. Two years 
later, services remained partial, compromised, 
or failing. An innovative grassroots news bureau, 
the Community News Service, visited the block 
to ask residents how things were going. Edith 
Pennamon, a longtime community leader in 
Harlem, made very clear that hopes of a balanced 
approach were unmet. “If you don’t take care of 
the social ills along with the housing problem, 
you’re not helping the situation at all,” she told 
the reporter, who explained this as “echoing the 
feeling of other tenants.” By 1971, “despite a grant 
from OEO,” a di£erent assessment explained, 
“the social programs that were planned for the 
block never fully materialized.” Pennamon and 
her neighbors had refreshed apartments but the 
tenements’ basements—the promised home 

of the project’s social component—remained 
mostly un�lled.32

Multiple factors explained the project’s miss-
ing social programs. The reporter who inter-
viewed Pennamon pointed to vandalism as one 
reason “facilities such as day care centers have 
been unsuccessful.” Vandalism had certainly 
been a problem here in the past, one that resi-
dents had often faced in the form of battered 
mailboxes, among other examples. Yet this expla-
nation seemed too pat, especially as many of the 
promised services simply never arrived. Cost was 
a more likely factor, both to the extent that social 
programming did not receive su�cient funding 
in the �rst place and as the project proved much 
more costly than predicted. In 1965, a leader 
in the city’s antipoverty program had explicitly 
contrasted the project’s cost with urban renewal, 
explaining that rehab would be half as much as 
demolition and new construction. Yet when the 
Harvard-MIT Joint Center for Urban Studies, 
then the nation’s leading urban research center, 
completed a comprehensive assessment of the 
project in 1968, it found a di£erent outcome. In-
creased construction, interest, and administra-
tive costs, along with greater property taxes than 
forecasted, all made the project more expensive 
than planned. This was in large part a result of 
construction that took longer than anticipated. 
In the end, the project cost nearly as much per 
apartment as high- or mid-rise new construction, 
and more per square foot. With multiple adjust-
ments to the mortgage �nancing to cover rising 
construction costs, money was clearly tight.33

Ultimately, the most crucial reason for the 
dominance of physical improvements over the 
promised comprehensive approach on West 114th 
Street was the degree to which backers wanted 
others outside this block to see the project. In 
other words, in casting this as the model for 
subsequent rehabilitation projects, the city and 
CICOM emphasized its most visible aspects, 
those that could easily travel as images far be-
yond 114th Street and Harlem, on �lm and in 
print, especially in dramatic before-and-after 
narratives. Those were architectural aspects. 
Old-law tenements were de�nitionally obsolete, 
so inadequate for their role that their very name 
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embodied the notion that they had been legally 
mandated out of existence. Yet the drive to turn 
this into an emblem for rehabilitation led back-
ers to insist on the sweeping transformation of 
these buildings, even if the e£ort and resources 
necessary were illogical. Wei-Foo Chun, one 
of the project’s architects, later explained that 
rehabilitation of old-law tenements really only 
made sense “as a stop-gap measure.” Instead of 
gutting the interior, Horowitz and Chun had 
proposed minimal rehab to o�cials because, 
as Chun explained, “we felt there is no need to 
spend too much money in rehabilitating old-law 
tenements.” The city resisted because minimal 
rehab did not �t their larger aspirations for the 
block: that it would become a symbolic exemplar. 
They “wanted to show the government and the 
world what could be done with the old-law tene-
ments, so we went along all the way,” Chun ex-
plained. The result was a project focused on dra-
matic architectural change and the proliferation 
of images depicting it, instead of less visually 
engaging—but very urgently needed—social 
programming for existing residents. In this, it 
shared a key quality with urban renewal, the very 
approach it sought to replace. The physical em-
phasis here, as with its predecessor, would prove 
the project’s undoing.34

“In the Beginning, Everything Was Painted a 
Very Pretty Picture”
It was certainly undeniable that most residents 
had seen the tenements as a detriment before re-
habilitation. No matter their e£ort in making de-
cent homes out of aging infrastructure, Harlem-
ites were frustrated with residential conditions. 
A 1966 survey of Harlem residents found that 
the largest proportion—36 percent—identi�ed 
dilapidation as the biggest housing problem 
in New York City and 29 percent—again, the 
highest—identi�ed living conditions as the big-
gest “other major problem.” That survey was 
commissioned by pro-renewal interests, but the 
Joint Center’s later assessment of 114th Street 
con�rmed similar feelings among block resi-
dents.35 Asked about 114th Street landlords who 
owned the tenements before the project began, 
the sixty-three randomly-selected respondents 

o£ered overwhelmingly negative commentary 
about physical conditions, with over half point-
ing to insu�cient heat and two-thirds com-
plaining about unclean halls, stairs, and yards. 
Workers carted seventy-two garbage trucks full 
of accumulated debris from basements. With 
rotting joists, decades of wear, and plenty of ver-
min, things were no better upstairs. Thirty-three 
of the respondents were “glad to move out of their 
old apartments.”36

With this, one could make a case that physi-
cal intervention was necessary, no matter the 
distance the project had traveled from early 
promises of a comprehensive approach. Yet 
even taking this claim on its own merits, the 
fact remained that the physical transformation 
of these  buildings displayed deep �aws. Not 
only were the architects rebu£ed in encourag-
ing a more moderate approach to rehab given 
the old-law tenements’ intrinsic de�ciencies; the 
Joint Center also found that the project’s back-
ers pushed them to prioritize e�ciency, speed, 
and budget over innovation, analysis, and ex-
perimentation. While units abandoned the ar-
chaic layouts of their predecessors, the architects 
could not test strategies that might �x problems 
of sound transmission and dim light, better ad-
dress tenant needs (for example, units designed 
for elderly residents on lower �oors), or solve the 
inconvenience of the �ve �ights of stairs in each 
tenement. Moreover, as apartments became the 
�rst priority, other aspects su£ered, including 
the initially proposed outdoor improvements, 
which were not completed. Alongside a paucity 
of design innovation, the project’s approach also 
allowed little engagement with tenants. The Joint 
Center sta£ described a remarkably conventional 
process, with CICOM, not the residents, serving 
as the client, despite the many promises that this 
was a more resident-friendly project than its pre-
decessors. “There was . . . a general lack of com-
munication between the architects and the occu-
pants of the buildings being rehabilitated,” they 
wrote. Tenants had been consulted early on, but 
their eventual exclusion from the design process 
minimized the helpful insights they could have 
o£ered as users. Storage requirements, materi-
als, lighting, and appliances were among the fac-
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ets that might have bene�ted from a bottom-up 
approach.37

There were multiple downsides to a process 
that valued speed over careful and creative plan-
ning. The resulting detachment from residents 
echoed urban renewal’s top-down approach and 
bore similar risks. In addition, the lack of plan-
ning and focus on cost and e�ciency proved 
shortsighted when it came to the physical changes 
so core to the project. Rehab became an end in 
itself, with no real e£ort to carefully consider 
the long-, medium-, or even short-term viability 
of di£erent material and design choices. As the 
Joint Center wrote, “it is . . . conceivable that equip-
ment or materials which appear to be luxuries 
may really in the long run prove more economi-
cal because of their impact on lower operating 
costs.” Yet backers did not weigh such trade-o£s, 
and this proved compromising, especially amid 
uneven construction quality.38

The Joint Center also used images to tell its 
story, and what they showed contrasted mark-
edly with the depictions of the project in o�-
cial publications. Black-and-white photos—less 
artful but more revealing—showed a wealth of 
material failures, poor detailing, and structural 
miscalculations in recently rehabbed buildings 
(Figure 14). Underlying �aws in the aging tene-
ments, a scale of construction that made close 
supervision di�cult, myopic corner-cutting, 
and hasty and inadequate forethought explained 
such failures. Where old joists remained in place, 
continued settling caused apartment �oors to 
sag and ceilings to crack. Likewise, settling and 
poor workmanship left gaps between �oors and 
molding big enough to allow entry of roaches. 
Most vertical risers—pipes running through 
apartment ceilings and �oors—also had gaps 
that allowed roach and rat entry. Tenants tried 
to patch these and other openings with putty or 
even concrete (Figure 15). Apartments had crack-
ing mortar in bathtubs, �aking plaster on new 
walls, and separation of brand-new closets from 
adjacent surfaces. Indicating material and hard-
ware failures, bathroom and kitchen tiles came 
loose, veneer peeled from doors, doorknobs fell 
o£, and closet locks broke. Suggesting de�cient 
planning, false walls for ductwork and electri-

cal wiring cut substantially into interior square 
footage. Similarly, front doors were too short for 
their frames in the �rst three completed build-
ings, leaving views into apartments. And poorly 
chosen hardware on building entries damaged 
adjacent walls with each opening. Even the 
much-vaunted trash chutes, featured through-
out coverage of the project, proved an initial li-
ability; located on the exterior of the buildings, 
they were easy to climb down until the installa-

Figure 14. In its 1968 assessment of the West 114th Street rehabilitation project, the 
Harvard- MIT Joint Center for Urban Studies came to very different conclusions than did 
project sponsors, pointing to multiple physical failures in the rehabilitation effort, many 
emerging almost immediately upon completion. Photographs by Ned Snyder, from Joint 
Center for Urban Studies, Rehabilitating New York’s Multiple- Dwelling Tenements. Used 
with permission of the City of New York.
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tion of protective grills. Construction projects 
are rarely perfect upon completion, but the fre-
quency of problems amid celebration of the e£ort 
in the press and o�cial publications frustrated 
residents, who complained of thin walls, leaking 
pipes, poor paint jobs, and failing light switches. 
“In the beginning, everything was painted a very 
pretty picture . . . a very, very beautiful picture,” 
one resident told an interviewer. “And none of 
these things have come about.” Another saw 
initial failures spiraling into eventual clearance, 
the very fate that rehabilitation had cast itself 

against. “That project I don’t think’ll last another 
�ve years,” he said. “Ten years from today, they’re 
going to have to tear that block down.”39

To focus on the physical and then execute it 
poorly only worsened problems intrinsic to focus-
ing on the physical in the �rst place. Though resi-
dents were excited to move into their new homes, 
quick-to-emerge issues soon discouraged them. 
Many found that their street’s chronic problems 
had not disappeared in the �urry of construction. 
Residents had long complained about theft and 
vandalism linked to drug use and tra�cking. 
The rehab e£ort, ironically, seemed to only ex-
acerbate an issue that o�cials had ignored even 
in their limited social programming. As tenants 
moved out of buildings to prepare for rehabili-
tation, empty units attracted drug users. So did 
any building materials with monetary value. 
“We  can’t concentrate on the construction and 
the building of the houses for worrying about 
the junkies,” one resident explained. “They’ll 
come in and take the sheetrock o£ the wall. They 
came and took the nameplates o£ the door!” The 
Joint Center included a photo of the buzzer sys-
tem, much discussed in accounts of the project, 
with its missing nameplates. Another image 
showed the glass door of 251 West 114th Street 
reduced only to its frame, with the pane smashed 
out (Figure 16).40

Resident complaints pointed to the fact that 
the West 114th Street project, though unique 
in its e£ort to transform an entire block, left 
untouched the larger structural order in which 
Harlemites lived. In part this was a problem 
of scale but also one of focus. Addressing per-
sistent neighborhood unemployment, drug ad-
diction, de�cient education, discrimination, and 
racism, all of which undermined both block resi-
dents and their Harlem neighbors, would have 
certainly been di�cult here. Yet the project’s 
still-limited geographic scope ensured that any 
bene�ts would reach only a narrow audience, 
and its physical determinism overtook any more 
imaginative, comprehensive solutions that might 
have sought to address such structural factors in 
more ambitious ways, in their symptoms if not 
at their roots.

This was a lesson that had been hard-won 

Figure 15. Residents faced multiple problems with their rehabilitated apartments, 
including gaps between floors and molding and along the entry points of vertical risers, 
which allowed rats and roaches to enter homes. Photographs by Ned Snyder, from Joint 
Center for Urban Studies, Rehabilitating New York’s Multiple- Dwelling Tenements. Used 
with permission of the City of New York.
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with the failures of this project’s urban renewal 
predecessors and one that observers—both in-
side and outside the project—picked up on quite 
early, even as backers did not act on it. Just months 
after the project’s announcement, Harlem civil 
rights activist Clarence Funnye o£ered a with-
ering critique in a letter to the New York Times. 
An integrationist, Funnye found fault in “creat-
ing and maintaining a little oasis in the midst of 
one of the most dense ghettos in the world” while 
pointing to the persistence of the limiting struc-
ture in which it existed, described as “the pre-
vailing antisocial and spiritually destitute forces 
which would still surround it.” Focusing speci�-
cally on education, he questioned the physical 
emphasis already evident in the project’s �rst 
days. “Do the planners believe that mere �ick 
of paint and plaster is su�cient to eradicate and 
even o£set the de�ciencies inherent in the  pa-
thetically bad ‘neighborhood’ schools to which 
the children . . . would still be con�ned?” Fun-
nye appreciated the “dedication and sincerity” of 
those involved in the broader War on Poverty, yet 
concluded “that the planners of the 114th Street 
project have much less than a full understanding 
of the problems they purport to be solving.” Cur-
tis McFarland, president of the 114th Street Block 
Association and a project supporter, nonetheless 
echoed such concerns about whether interven-
tion here was missing the point. “I am interested 
to know what is being done to 115th Street, what 
is going to be done to 113th Street, what will be 
done west of 8th Avenue, east of 7th Avenue,” 
he said at the 1965 congressional hearing. “If 
we are to live on 114th Street, a showcase boule-
vard, and the surroundings . . . are slum areas, 
how can we function and say that the crime wave 
will be removed from this street?” Rehabilitation 
here seemed rather irrelevant if nothing around 
it had changed.41

As the project became a physical reality, those 
fears proved justi�ed. Residents, even those ex-
cited at �rst to live in improved housing without 
leaving their block, found that more closet space, 
better appliances, and doors that closed did not 
fundamentally change the everyday world they 
inhabited, one whose turbulence made life here 
very di�cult. Pervasive unemployment exempli-

�ed this. Nathan Brown o£ered a case in point. 
His family of seven lived in one of the refurbished 
apartments, but on an August 1966 day he was 
downstairs, sitting on the front stoop. “Here it 
was mid-afternoon,” a reporter wrote, “and Mr. 
Brown had nothing to do.” Brown had lost his job 
the previous month. He had been a longshore-
man, a �eld in decline as Manhattan’s docks 

Figure 16. Residents quickly found that rehabilitation did not solve the chronic, 
often structural challenges they had faced day- to- day, including theft and vandalism 
associated with drug trafficking, evidenced here in the smashed- out glass door of 251 
West 114th Street. Photographs by Ned Snyder, from Joint Center for Urban Studies, 
Rehabilitating New York’s Multiple- Dwelling Tenements. Used with permission of the 
City of New York.
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faced increasing competition from newer, more 
sophisticated ports across the bay in New Jersey. 
Housing was no longer a concern for Brown. His 
“life is no longer a continual battle against crum-
bling plaster, leaky pipes, unbearable �lth, and 
overcrowding,” the New York Times read. But  a 
bigger apartment could not �x obsolete skills in 
a quickly changing labor market. “He has no im-
mediate prospect of getting a job,” the reporter 
wrote.42

Even those who gained work through the 
project itself—a number that in 1965 possibly 
included Brown—found it to be a mixed blessing 
amid persistent racial barriers on this block and 
well beyond. An African American general con-
tractor, hired to maintain buildings before rehab 
began, testi�ed at the congressional hearing 
about the limitations of these gains. Rawlings J. 
Bisesar had bid repeatedly to be a general con-
tractor on the much more lucrative rehabilitation 
work, losing out to a white-owned �rm despite 
only a modest di£erence in their bids. Bisesar 
was frustrated; he wanted to see black-owned 
�rms as general contractors, not subcontractors, 
and also black architects, construction managers, 
and project sponsors, none of which were pres-
ent in this e£ort. In short, he told Congressman 
Powell, projects like this should enable African 
Americans to gain not just the wages of workers 
but the pro�ts of backers, pro�ts that pervasive 
discrimination had denied. Those were the kinds 
of inroads that would not dissipate when the proj-
ect was �nished, as would the construction jobs 
here. But those inroads were not a focus of the 
114th Street e£ort.43

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, residents 
had reached a di£erent conclusion than o�-
cials who told a stirring tale of this project and 
its transformation of both buildings and people. 
Life on the block remained hard in their eyes. 
“The overall impression is that many of these 
residents feel the sponsors of the Project have, in 
e£ect, ‘pulled their punches,’” the Joint Center 
wrote. “They have demonstrated that they were 
less than earnest or capable by promising many 
more good works than have been delivered.” 
Surveyed about services like playgrounds and 
policing, three times more residents said “no im-

provements had been perceived in these . . . since 
rehabilitation” than said there had been improve-
ments. Nor had residents’ economic situation 
changed in moving to new apartments; fami-
lies that earned less than a thousand dollars per 
capita (after rent) before the project continued 
to earn the same amount after, as did families 
with per capita income (after rent) below sixteen 
hundred dollars. Illegal drugs were an especially 
symbolic issue because they re�ected larger so-
cioeconomic dynamics in the neighborhood. 
Unsurprisingly, they remained ubiquitous even 
after construction had ended, purposely unad-
dressed by the project’s backers and una£ected 
by physical rehabilitation. Fifty of sixty-three 
surveyed residents saw drugs as a continuing 
problem post-rehabilitation. A journalist visited 
the block in 1970 to �nd that things looked much 
as they had in 1960, with the tenement façades a 
bit fresher, perhaps, but otherwise life as usual. 
“Drug addicts still congregate on the stoops of 
buildings. Windows and broken lights still go 
unrepaired and the children are still playing in 
the streets for lack of a playground,” the reporter 
wrote. “With rehabilitation �ve years ago came 
the hope that those slum conditions would dis-
appear. . . . Now many residents view the experi-
ment as a failure.”44

Indeed, for many on the block, things had 
only gotten worse as the urban crisis became 
more acute in Harlem. One resident described 
feeling unsafe for the �rst time in her thirty 
years in the city. “I’ve been constantly living in 
fear for the last month or so,” she said. She had 
taken to walking in the middle of the street. 
“I’m de�nitely going to move away, as quick as 
opportunity knocks,” she explained. Addie Bell 
Edwards shared that unnamed resident’s view: 
“Oh, the apartments are nicer, all right, but it’s 
much worse outside.” Her old apartment, “a 
railroad �at a few doors away,” lacked her new 
home’s amenities but she “felt safer then.” Ed-
wards’s story especially suggested the degree to 
which the project had come up short. In October 
1965, Edwards and her family were the �rst to 
move into the �rst rehabilitated building, 277 
West 114th Street. In doing so, they became 
the �rst residents whose transition from old to 
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new seemed a move to a new life, not just a new 
house. The New York Times described Edwards’s 
�ve-year-old grandson “inspect[ing]” his “gleam-
ing, renovated” apartment. “Things will be even 
better than he thought,” the reporter explained. 
“Duane will get a real bed—all for himself—in a 
new bedroom.” Barbara Cavanaugh Wagner, the 
mayor’s wife, presented Edwards with the apart-
ment’s key on move-in day. But for Edwards, the 
early promise of the family’s move had gone un-
ful�lled. “I used to go to my job . . . in the morn-
ing and nobody would bother me,” she said in 
1970. “Now I can hardly get out of the building 
to go to the store in the middle of the day.” Re-
�ecting on moving day, the family’s excitement, 
and Mrs. Wagner, Edwards observed, “Five years 
later, it seems like it never happened.” Prevail-
ing trends—suburbanization, the shift from an 
industrial to a service economy, and pervasive 
discrimination, among other factors—all under-
mined existence for the African American resi-
dents who lived in poverty on the 200 block of 
West 114th Street before rehabilitation, and like-
wise undermined it after. All were untouched by 
a physical approach that looked good in o�cial 
photographs, if not those that documented rapid 
deterioration.45

The realities of a strategy that prioritized the 
gut rehab of obsolete buildings over building resi-
dent stability, economic security, or equal oppor-
tunity set in during the 1970s. Though pitched as 
a cost-e£ective alternative to urban renewal, the 
fact that this cost as much as new construction 
quickly created problems. Average monthly rents 
on the block had been $47 before rehab. The city 
had projected average rents of $75 a month after 
rehab; by 1968, however, averages were nearly 
$86 on the south side and over $90 on the north 
side. By 1970, rents ranged from $90 to $170. 
Two-thirds of tenants received rent assistance 
through subsidies or welfare that year, but it still 
was not enough. The director of CICOM, the 
project’s sponsor and still the owner of the build-
ings, explained that most tenants were already 
behind on their rent. In what the Joint Center 
called a “delicate and fragile �nancial structure,” 
this was a problem. CICOM feared impending 
bankruptcy. Though it held on for a few years 

longer, in October 1975 HUD foreclosed on the 
project, suggesting that economic conditions had 
not improved. The nation’s ongoing recession 
and the city’s �scal crisis, spiraling out of control 
in the fall of 1975, surely did not help. HUD took 
ownership from CICOM the following January; 
then, in March, transferred the block to the New 
York City Housing Authority, which converted 
the tenements to public housing.46

A block that was to have been a model for reha-
bilitation as the vanguard of urban transforma-
tion became a symbol of the perils of approaches 
that repeated urban renewal’s mistakes—its 
top-down approach, its cost, its focus on image, 
and, most of all, its prioritization of physical over 
social solutions. These approaches remained dis-
tinct in both intended means and ends, to be sure. 
Urban renewal typically spelled the displacement 
of poor people of color into public housing and 
the destruction of their homes. The West 114th 
Street project sought to keep residents in place, 
in rehabbed homes. Yet, ironically, this project 
ended up in a similar place, with residents still 
struggling day-to-day, feeling neglected and ill 
served, and living in public housing. In the late 
1960s, o�cials and observers cast rehabilitation 
as a cure for urban renewal’s harms, yet the his-
tory of the West 114th Street project suggests that 
the story was never so simple. Rehab contained 
its own contradictions, especially an overdepen-
dence on physical solutions that connected this 
project to urban renewal and all the way back to 
the earliest days of urban planning. As Addie Bell 
Edwards, Nathan Brown, and Dorothy Mangum 
could attest, physical approaches remained in-
complete as responses to urban problems in 
this era just as they had in post–New Deal pub-
lic housing and in the turn-of-the-century City 
Beautiful movement.47

In succeeding years, this once widely dis-
cussed block was largely forgotten. About once a 
decade, journalists visited to describe residents’ 
resilience in the face of continued challenges. 
When a nonpro�t sought to rehabilitate railroad-
style tenements in New York’s Lower East Side 
in 1978, the West 114th Street project received 
brief mention as “one of the notable failures” that 
showed the approach’s “dismal track record” of 
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“�nancial failure and physical disrepair” in cit-
ies including New York, Boston, Pittsburgh, and 
Chicago. The New York Times writer was skepti-
cal of the claims of the latest model rehab proj-
ect to create low-income housing in seemingly 
obsolete buildings, and for good reason. The 
passage of time had shown that many of West 
114th Street’s contemporaries had met a similar 
fate, wracked by physical, �nancial, and other 
issues that undermined them. The Joint Center 
reached negative conclusions about all of the ten-
ement rehabilitation projects built under New 
York’s demonstration program, not just West 
114th Street. They shared a lack of planning, 
little creativity in approach, a scale that was hard 
to manage, high costs that raised rents, material 
and hardware failures, and disruptive tenant dis-
placement, even if only temporary. They likewise 
shared the aspect that so frustrated block resi-
dents: e£orts focused on the buildings did not 
change conditions outside the tenements. This 
was true elsewhere too, as the New York Times
writer suggested. In Chicago, for example, non-
pro�ts stumbled in pursuing multifamily hous-
ing rehabilitation in predominantly low-income 
neighborhoods. One e£ort, that of the Commu-
nity Renewal Foundation, involved three large 
apartment buildings on the city’s south and west 
sides. Focused on the structures, the foundation 
found itself vulnerable to rising costs and rising 
taxes, and soon defaulted on the buildings. The 
Kate Maremont Foundation pursued the reha-
bilitation of thirteen buildings around the city 
in the mid-1960s. Costs, vandalism, and tenant 
frustration with displacement posed signi�cant 
barriers here too; so did an inability or unwill-
ingness to seriously confront the problems out-
side the buildings’ doors. Though projects varied 
in their speci�cs, these shared an insistence on 
extensive rehabilitation—with the vulnerabili-
ties that entailed—and a focus on physical over 
broader social interventions. Unsurprisingly, 
by the early 1970s they had all reached similar 
outcomes.48

Yet the experience of rehabilitation at 114th 
Street and elsewhere did not end rehab’s emer-
gence at the forefront of urban development in 
the post-renewal era. Rather, its reputation as a 

rebuke to the sweeping approach of midcentury 
redevelopment maintained its foothold. In a post-
Jacobsian context, it especially appealed to those 
who moved into neighborhoods like Harlem, 
Park Slope, and the Upper West Side not to build 
low-income housing but to rehab old buildings 
into market-rate housing on gentrifying blocks. 
In those contexts, physical transformation—
often restoration-oriented rehab—became part 
of the cultural currency for owners who could 
a£ord to worry about architecture �rst. But re-
habilitation also became a tool for community 
developers, like housing-oriented community 
development corporations, who sought small-
scale strategies during decades in which support 
for large-scale housing largely dried up.49

Despite its history on the block, in time re-
habilitation would �nd its way back to West 
114th Street. Even as the tenements continued 
to deteriorate, they remained essential in a city 
and neighborhood with accelerating housing 
costs. In 1990, the block gained a new name: 
the A. Philip Randolph Houses. The illustrious 
name did not free residents from leaks, rats, and 
false promises of repairs. They were “stuck,” one 
later explained. “We felt like nothing was work-
ing out for us.” In the mid-2000s, the city moved 
to demolish and rebuild the block. Calls for clear-
ance were met with objections from state pres-
ervation o�cials, re�ecting the growth of a his-
toric preservation movement that had itself been 
a reaction against modernism’s approach to de-
velopment. In 2014, the city announced plans to 
rehabilitate the buildings—while retaining the 
façades—once more, this time for both public 
and private a£ordable housing. The same year, 
the block was listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places. When the �rst phase opened in 
2016, there were echoes of the past in festive re-
marks. “This celebration marks a new beginning 
for the residents of Randolph Houses, many of 
whom have waited years for this day to come,” 
one city o�cial said. In the words of a �nancial 
partner, they had “not only preserved and reno-
vated a vital source of a£ordable housing, but . . . 
improved the quality of life of its residents by 
providing them with a safe, healthy, and a£ord-
able place to live.” Images, now circulated online, 
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showed a stunning transformation, with bright, 
open plans, air conditioning, and modern lob-
bies. Designers cut horizontal hallways through 
the tenements, turning them into conventional 
apartment buildings with elevators. They likely 
did not know that this had been an innovation 
suggested by the Joint Center in 1968 in criticiz-
ing the approach of the previous rehab project.50

If this transformation’s impressive photo-
graphs paralleled those that had chronicled the 
earlier rehabilitation, nearly everything else had 
changed around this block. Now called Frederick 
Douglass Boulevard, the nearby stretch of Eighth 
Avenue, once the active drug market that had so 
frustrated residents, became one of Harlem’s 
most active spines of new investment, with res-
taurants, cocktail bars, and modern condomini-
ums.51 A high-end real estate o�ce opened at the 
corner that had been a tra�cking epicenter. Resi-
dents had once worried that their block would be 
subsumed by the crime of nearby blocks. Today, a 
more pressing question is whether this time reha-
bilitation will be successful—for both buildings 
and people—amid an ever more prosperous Har-
lem, or whether residents will have new homes 
but little else in a city that is becoming increas-
ingly expensive. Harlem has changed, and this 
West 114th Street block has changed once again 
too, yet the structural factors that exacerbate eco-
nomic inequality only grow in magnitude.
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