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Between Rationalism 
and Pluralism:
Creating the Modern City

David Ward / Olivier Zunz

With the amalgamation of the five boroughs in 1898 into a greater 
city, New York became the most populous city in the world after 
London. The new metropolitan government and its public agencies 
faced the challenge of rationalizing a vastly expanded city, with a bur
geoning business center in Manhattan and expansive suburbanization. 
In addition. New York City absorbed a more numerous and diverse 
flow of immigrants than any other city in the nation. The outcome 
was a rational and pluralistic metropolis of unprecedented scale.

By the first decade of the twentieth century. New York was already 
a precursor of those world cities that now anchor global capitalism. In 
1901, John Hay, in his eulogy for President McKinley, proclaimed that 
“the financial center of the world, which required thousands of years 
to journey from the Euphrates to the Thames and the Seine, seems 
passing to the Hudson between daybreak and dark."’ New York was 
becoming a leading international financial center while remaining 
both the largest manufacturing center and entrepot in the United 
States.^ These economic functions resulted in a complex assemblage 
of building types set within a diversified metropolis: a vast array of 
skyscrapers, department stores, and hotels juxtaposed with residential 
quarters both lavish and squalid, warehouses and port facilities, facto
ries and sweatshops. Although the region's deindustrialization has al
tered much of that landscape in recent decades, what was once typical 
of New York still defines global cities throughout the world. In this 
volume, then, we retrace the creation of the modem urban landscape 
in its birthplace. New York City.
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INTRODUCTION

In New York, the modern skyline attained its earliest and most 
extraordinary expression. The New York skyline, and with it the char
acter of the city, was transformed by the construction of dozens of 
skyscrapers in lower Manhattan. Indeed, for much of the world, its 
dense lines of skyscrapers are the most graphic statement of moder
nity. When Le Corbusier, a spokesman for architectural modernism, 
visited New York in 1930, he celebrated the novelty of that landscape. 
Although the extreme density of tall buildings on Manhattan was dis
tinct from his modern vision of well-spaced towers, Le Corbusier 
found his preferred landscape more fully realized in New York than 
anywhere else in the world. Le Corbusier saw "a vertical city, under 
the sign of the new times"; and he added in a tone celebratory of 
modem times: "America, which is in a process of permanent evolu
tion, which possesses infinite reserve of materials, which is animated 
by an energy potential unique in the world, is surely the country first 
able to bring to fulfillment, and with an exceptional perfection, this 
contemporary task" of calling "into service all the techniques of mod
ern times" to build the "radiant city."®

Our book neither celebrates that landscape nor assumes that the 
architectural components of the vertical city or great public works 
alone can be a complete record of modernity. Indeed, the term "moder
nity" conveys a myriad of loosely connected meanings—among them 
the Enlightenment philosopher's faith in secularized knowledge, the 
nineteenth century poet's search for the ephemeral, and the twentieth 
century architect's functional designs.'* Here, we refer to those aspects 
of modernity directly resulting from the interrelationship of the two 
great forces that shaped New York: rationalism and pluralism. Neither 
rationality nor pluralism was new. What was new was their intensity. 
Whereas nineteenth century America had been a de facto pluralist 
society with an ideology of assimilation, an aspiration for cultural 
pluralism intensified just as political, economic, social, and cultural 
processes were creating a more homogeneous nation. The vigorous 
search for rationality met with an equally vigorous defense of cultural 
segmentation.®

In this book, we capture the process of adjustment between these 
conflicting objectives. Within the rough boundaries of New York's 
political economy, the representatives of corporate capital, real estate, 
and regulation were building the rational city, the vertical city, and 
the transport systems essential to its continued vitality. The skyscrap
ers of the rational city were enmeshed in an extraordinary jumble of 
neighborhoods and cultural clusters, a microcosm of American di
versity.

Corporate capitalism and cultural pluralism in a real sense vied for
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influence across New York's space and skyline. Their advocates were 
often at odds with each other. In the tough conflicts for space that 
ensued among speculators, corporate builders, civic leaders, and immi
grant entrepreneurs, we see the competing configurations of moder
nity. Henry Adams, who witnessed this clash, wrote in 1905 that "the 
city had the air and movement of hysteria."® Although it may be hard 
to reconcile the seeming certainties of rationality with the seeming 
chaos of diversity, we argue that these overtly contradictory dimen
sions are integral parts of the modern experience. The landscape of 
modernity combined formal and informal economies, tall and small 
buildings, the service sector and industry, and the deeds of machine 
politicians and those of reformers.

Vertical and Horizontal Components of the Modern Landscape
A collaboration of social and architectural historians, historical geog
raphers, political scientists, and historians of planning and public pol
icy, this book approaches the relationships between past and present 
and between form and process from several disciplinary perspectives. 
Yet it is unified by the authors' common preoccupation with the phys
ical landscape and the complementary perspectives of their individual 
disciplines. We interpret New York's landscape by linking its key 
physical and visual configurations to the political, economic, social, 
and cultural processes of the twentieth century.

In doing so, we take several snapshots of New York that together 
define the modem landscape. First before the eye is the vertical capital
ist city that has captured the imagination of observers like Le Corbu
sier and that has become part of popular culture. Although some of 
the key prototypical experiments in the constmction of the vertical 
city were initially worked out in Chicago, lower Manhattan was the 
site of the world's first major concentration of skyscrapers, the symbol 
of the modern city.^ In 1904, Henry James, seeing the spire of his 
beloved Trinity Church lost amidst tall buildings, deplored the disap
pearance of the five-story Victorian city.® He had only an inkling of 
the radical transformation still to occur, a transformation driven by 
high land values, steel-frame constmction, and powerful elevators. By 
1910, New York had not only outdistanced all other places in the 
world in the upward extension of its buildings, it had already twice as 
many tall stmctures as Chicago would have a full decade later.®

Areas transformed by the vertical expansion of the city were the 
subject of intense debates. Some buildings provided office space for 
new or rapidly growing corporate enterprises in finance, insurance, 
commerce, and trade. Others were hotels and luxury apartment build-
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Figure 1.1 New York City Boroughs.

ings. Still others served the needs of New York's garment industry as 
sweatshops piled up on top of one another. This process generated a 
great deal of heated controversy among corporate builders, garment 
entrepreneurs, real estate speculators. Fifth Avenue merchants, and 
planners over the character of the downtown area.

In this volume, Gail Fenske, Deryck Holdsworth, and Carol Willis 
explore the strategies of corporate builders and real estate speculators. 
Both builders and speculators wanted to maximize their return on 
investment. In the process, they created a new aesthetic that combined 
modem design with new interior arrangements that catered to the 
requirements of their tenants. Indeed, the vertical architecture of the 
corporate city resulted from interior as well as exterior constraints.
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The skyscrapers also reflected the new relationships between the 
corporations and the thousands of small firms that serviced them. To 
finance their headquarters, corporate giants provided space for these 
small firms, which required close proximity to each other and to their 
corporate clients. The Woolworth company occupied fewer than two 
stories in its fifty-five-story headquarters building. The Empire State 
Building's design tightly combined the search for vertical monumen- 
tality with that of maximum profitability. A temporary failure because 
of the Depression, the building tinned out to be an extraordinary con
centration of well-lit, first-class offices for a great many firms which, 
in World War II and beyond, would need an anchor in the nerve center 
of American capitalism.

As new corporate organizations and related smaller firms drew un
precedented concentrations of professionals and clerks downtown, 
other forces pulled the landscape in different directions. New middle- 
class neighborhoods expanded, new working-class areas sprang up, and 
older ones were displaced; phenomena studied in this volume by 
Nancy Green, Donna Gabaccia, and Deborah Dash Moore. The trans
formations of the core were also tied to the expansion of port facilities 
on both sides of the Hudson and the enhancement of railroad termi
nals, as the waterfront, traditionally connected to the central business 
district, was now severed from it in the increasing land use specializa
tion. The push and pull of these varied forces created a mosaic of often 
incompatible and conflicting industrial and residential neighborhoods 
and an extraordinarily complex but incomplete system of communica
tions.

The sheer dimension and physiographic complexity of the Hudson 
River and its associated bays limited access to the city center and 
constricted the development of a regional transportation system. The 
new mosaic of land uses, the sheer size of the built-up area, and the 
demand for greater mobility of goods and people required that these 
limitations be overcome and an elaborate system of connectors be 
built to meet interregional and internal needs. Great new bridges and 
tunnels—the longest in the world—were imagined, and some were 
built. Elevated railroads and subways characterized the expanding 
transportation network, and a vast web of highways emerged from the 
mud, sand, and slums of the city.

The extraordinary bridges and tunnels that connect Manhattan to 
Long Island and the mainland became, like the city's skyscrapers, part 
of the imagery of the modern city. Since the building of the Brooklyn 
Bridge, each new crossing from Manhattan island, whether above or 
below ground, marked an engineering advance. With the completion 
of the Holland Tuimel in 1927 and the George Washington Bridge in
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1931, a crucial phase in the development of modem New York was 
completed. Commuters to and from new suburban homes west of the 
city could now bypass the slow Hudson ferry system; and trucking 
companies were able to compete with railroads in bringing freight 
from the rest of the continent to New York's factories, shops, and 
steamship piers.

Politics and Visions
In 1905, Henry Adams had insisted that "the new forces" transforming 
New York "must at any cost be brought under control.His estima
tion of the situation was widely shared. Indeed, the historical litera
ture overflows with analyses of the ways in which both political bosses 
and progressive reformers attempted and failed to control the environ
ment. Tammany Hall and the political and social reformers typically 
battled over the same ethnically segregated neighborhoods. The over
riding need to cope with the new scale of metropolitan life, however, 
made the conflicts between the old politics of cormption and the new 
politics of reform less decisive. The big changes that emerged, such as 
the creation of Greater New York in the last years of the nineteenth 
century, were the result of hard-won, complex, ad hoc alliances among 
these contenders for political control,"

The newly formed planning agencies eventually set the agenda for 
debate. With time, even New York's fabled skyline became a partially 
regulated skyline. A planning tradition—and a new profession—was 
created in New York City. A complex of these new institutions at
tempted to redefine the public interest. Their proponents, who wielded 
considerable political power, promoted advances in urban engineering 
by balancing the centralizing functions of the city's corporate econ
omy with the diffuse pluralistic realities of a metropolis.

Planning agencies became political forces in their own right. Keith 
Revell and Marc Weiss analyze the ways planning for the metropolis 
became, on the one hand, a matter of public discourse and, on the 
other, a pretext for strengthening an invisible government of experts 
shielded from electoral politics. The new experts not only mediated 
among local interests, they also set legal precedents.

Regulating the city also became an integral part of the politics of 
the growing regulatory state. In looking closely at the 1916 zoning 
law, the first zoning effort in the country aimed primarily at rationaliz
ing the landscape rather than excluding "undesirables" (like zoning 
laws elsewhere), Keith Revell and Marc Weiss tell the story of the first 
planning professionals: how they went about redesigning the cityscape 
with an ingenious scheme of setback architecture for skyscraper con
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struction, why they buried progressive taxation (with its socialist over
tones), and why they cast the future of the metropolis in an apparently 
neutral language of public health.

New agencies also constructed most of the public arteries that con
nected sections of the metropolis. Clifton Hood tells of the ways the 
subway created and revitalized entire neighborhoods. Robert Fishman 
and Jameson Doig report on the debates over rail and automobile con
nections, and Doig describes the controversies generated by the con
struction of the George Washington Bridge. Creating these links led 
to new relationships among the city, the state, and private parties. 
Special-purpose authorities for transport improvements not only rein
forced the growing role of experts in politics, they also mediated 
among traditional political institutions. These authorities and others 
created in the 1930s and after would then shape the metropolis for the 
remainder of the century. By opting for the automobile over rail links 
by the late 1920s, and promoting a national trend, the Port Authority 
left a deep imprint on the city. Meanwhile Robert Moses, that master 
builder, watched the Port Authority at work and learned how to imple
ment his own extensive version of the same program.

It was also clear that these strategies to reduce congestion created 
new problems associated with decentralization. In fact, although the 
comprehensive twentieth century plans for the renewal of American 
cities that were supported by groups of businessmen had begun with 
the simple idea of beautification, decentralization soon became the 
predominant trend. In modern New York, the program rapidly became 
more complex. Planning not just for the city but for the region got 
under way in the studies that led to the creation of the Port Authority 
in 1921. A still more extensive and well-publicized regional planning 
effort was carried forward in the 1920s by the Committee on the Re
gional Plan. With funding from the Russell Sage Foundation, these 
planners transformed their vision into a set of guidelines for the plan
ning profession. The plan, Robert Fishman shows, involved an extraor
dinary team of professionals and served as the reference point for all 
the regional planning efforts that would follow.

The ideal behind the regional plan was a balanced system of trans
portation and decentralized industry. The plan's authors understood 
the peculiarity of New York's industrial base. In their effort to reorder 
the landscape more rationally, they hypothetically regrouped such ac
tivities as printing and garment manufacturing, which required an un
usually high level of interaction among all parties, in industrial sub
urbs. Despite the planners' efforts, urban growth led to undisciplined 
suburban sprawl. Nevertheless, the plan's importance as the vision of 
a group of professionals was more impottant than their predictive
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power. Even though planners failed to see that the railroad corpora
tions would never agree to the regulated coordination of their termi
nals and interchanges or that urban sprawl would wash away their 
effort at "diffuse centralization," the planners made decentralization 
an issue that would shape public debates. They also provided a coher
ent standard by which to judge and criticize suburban sprawl.

Critics of the Regional Plan argued that efforts toward decentraliza
tion through improved transportation and zoned land uses created 
urban sprawl (which found its ultimate expression in Los Angeles). 
These critics, led by Lewis Mumford, preferred a regulated reconcen
tration of both people and employment in several discrete clusters 
within the metropolitan region and, more decisively, an ultimate limit 
on the population growth of the region. But while the Regional Plan
ning Association of America (RPAA) was more idealistic than were 
pragmatic practitioners, as Fishman notes, both groups took for 
granted the necessity for government intervention by public agencies.

Yet, the shift from machine politics to a technocracy was uneven. 
In this volume, Clifton Hood and Jameson Doig contrast the limita
tions of the subway system, eroded as it was from its inception by old 
machine politics (saving the fare is a pereimial promise at election 
time), to the extraordinary engineering, financial, and political success 
of the new Port Authority. Furthermore, even the seemingly neutral 
language of experts must be understood within its political context. It 
reflected the progressives' impatience with national oligopolies and 
their fears about the polarization of urban society. The progressives' 
intervention by means of the regulatory state began as an effort to 
restrain corporate capitalism, but in its mature form fluctuated be
tween the control of corporate entities and the direction of the new 
possibilities of abundance.

Pluralism and Contention for Space
In the end, the intensification of land use made possible by the sky
scraper and the expanded transportation infrastructure did not produce 
the rational city of corporate capitalism; nor did it fully maintain the 
variegated neighborhoods that characterize a pluralistic society. In 
fact, the debate about how to articulate vertical expansion and inte
grated transportation systems failed to address the demands expressed 
in pluralist politics. At a time when the regional planners were preoc
cupied with decentralization, the nearby city of tenements developed 
along its own lines.

This led to conflict for space. With an unusually high number of 
clerical and skilled manual workers moving to the boroughs, Manhat
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tan increasingly and perhaps inevitably became, early in the century, 
a city of the very rich and the very poor. Underlying these patterns 
were traces of an older, active, industrial center of immigrants. This is 
why remnants of overlapping and conflicting landscapes characterize 
Manhattan in a way not found in other North American cities. Sky
scrapers, monumental avenues, warehouses, sweatshops, tenements, 
pushcarts on crowded streets, when taken together, form a complex 
association of congested and incompatible commercial, industrial, and 
residential land uses.

The rivalry for the streets between the rational city and the pluralis
tic city took many forms. The modern city is inconceivable without 
electricity. As David Nasaw shows, electricity not only powered the 
skyscrapers' elevators but also transformed the city's streets in ways 
that added yet another dimension to urban subcultures. When, at the 
turn of the century, commercial entrepreneurs made imaginative use 
of electricity to build places of public entertainment, they contributed 
to the melting of otherwise segmented communities in a new world 
of amusement parks, movie houses, and other forms of commercial 
leisure. Lighting created new public spaces where a variegated people, 
defined by class and culture, could blend in a new anonymous crowd. 
Lighting opened up the streets while preserving individual anonymity.

Daniel Bluestone, in turn, shows that those ethnic communities 
that appropriated city streets for their economic needs met with in
creasing resistance from a government that differentiated between 
public and private land uses and codified a geography of specialization. 
Thus Fiorello LaGuardia's successful fight against pushcarts marked 
the victory of the homogenizing and rationalizing tendencies of mo
dernity over immigrant culture. Bluestone shows that the New York 
City streets were a continuously contested and redefined realm. The 
free use of streets for traffic became but a part of a larger citywide 
economic plarming and program of ethnic assimilation. It was not 
implicit in the history of the street itself.

The landscape of modernity therefore is a layered patchwork of 
scenes, not a rational new landscape. Its components were rarely sta
ble, as Nancy Green shows by detailing the first phases of the garment 
industry's flight from downtown Manhattan to midtown and to subur
ban locations close enough to provide overnight delivery. We see here 
how the Lower East Side, one of the world's most densely populated 
areas, was largely dismantled through industrial decentralization and 
suburbanization. Ethnic neighborhoods were not just dispersed, they 
were transformed or re-created with the relocation of the city's in
dustries.

Conflicts for space often translated into conflicts for identity. To
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document the process whereby each group worked out residential, oc
cupational, and cultural strategies of its own, Donna Gabaccia and 
Deborah Dash Moore study the residential arrangements of the Italian 
and Jewish communities respectively as they were affected by decen
tralization. The family relationships and friendship networks among 
Little Italy residents were partly responses to the investment strategies 
of the community's insiders who built most of the new tenements. 
The small Italian investors, however, ultimately gave way to more 
powerful corporate developers. The forces of large-scale redevelopment 
forced many second-generation immigrants to decamp for suburban 
neighborhoods.

In these neighborhoods, second-generation immigrants did not nec
essarily forget the landscape of their youth. Pluralism persisted. Thus 
New York's Jews, Deborah Dash Moore explains, re-created the city's 
apartment culture, although often embellished by a new suburban art 
deco style. A vernacular landscape emerged from the reconcentration 
of middle-class Jews in suburbs where they could assimilate apart from 
other ethnic groups.

The landscape of modernity, then, is much more than the simple 
product of industrial relocation, the real estate market, the architect's 
office, the planner's dreams, the government's regulators, and the engi
neer's system. It is also the product of diverse people shaping neighbor
hoods. The variegated territory emerges from the competition among 
different kinds and visions of modernity.

The Circumstances of Modernity
This book captures a long moment—from the turn of the century to 
the 1940s—when the push and pull of homogenizing rationality and 
resisting diversity was shaping New York's landscape. But what now 
seems a foregone conclusion was far from an inevitable process. The 
metropolis was not shaped by abstract, indirect, larger-than-life forces 
but by a myriad of actors making a number of specific decisions re
flecting their ideals and circumstances. That was true even within the 
corporate city. Hence, at the heart of our collective investigation is 
the role of human agency. While American reformers dreamed of the 
city beautiful and planners conceived of the rational city, poor renters 
doubled up to meet payments, and immigrant and native investors 
alike cornered sections of the real estate market. Although some of 
the large forces transcend individual or local decisions, the shape and 
content of neighborhoods is the result of their constant interaction.

New York's landscape was also the product of exceptional circum
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stances and unusual personalities who knew how to take advantage 
of singular conditions. Among them is New York's famous mayor of 
the Depression, Fiorello LaGuardia. While acknowledging the achieve
ments of Robert Moses, New York's famous "park commissioner" 
turned master builder, who bound the metropolitan area with high
ways, bridges, parks, and playgrounds, Thomas Kessner forcefully ar
gues that it was LaGuardia, not Moses, who saw the post-Depression 
programs as a unique opportunity to complete, with a massive infu
sion of federal moneys, the modern landscape. LaGuardia showed ex
traordinary skill in controlling Moses—whose bureaucratic power re
putedly removed him from accountability—and in outmaneuvering 
Washington politicians while putting New Yorkers back to work.

The idea that the Depression opened up possibilities for local gov
ernments is not new. Robert and Helen Lynd had already noted in 
Middletown in Transition that Muncie, Indiana, had shunned public 
improvements in the twenties only to transform its environment un
der the impetus of the federal government's deficit spending to fight 
the Depression. As the Lynds put it, "It was manna direct from heaven, 
and Middletown came back for more, and more, and more."^^ Al
though New York was the only city in the country rich enough to 
rebuild itself every ten years, government spending did much to com
plete the modern structure. Once the structure was in place, Moses 
could dream up his highways and fill many of the blanks.

Conclusion
As we rediscover the original setting in which the modern urban land
scape was first imagined and elaborated, we realize that we continue 
to encounter some of the conflicts and frustrations that characterized 
it. To be sure. New York City has evolved a great deal since the 1940s. 
But while the postwar era seemed to suggest that forces of homogeni
zation would without doubt overcome those of fragmentation, homog
enization now appears to have been a short-lived parenthesis in Ameri
can history. Not long ago, in the seemingly homogeneous early 1960s, 
Nathan Glazer and Daniel P. Moynihan reminded Americans in Be
yond the Melting Pot that ethnic characteristics were resilient. By 
looking beneath the surface of assimilation, we could find them.*^ The 
search beneath the surface is no longer necessary. A new wave of 
immigrants has forced observers to rethink now obsolete theories of 
assimilation. Ethnicity is back in full force. The minority popula
tion—not only African Americans and Hispanics but also Asians and 
an array of smaller groups—had increased to become once again a
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majority by 1987.Today's social landscape is paradoxically closer 
to the pluralistic mode of the early twentieth century than to the 
intervening homogeneity of the mid-twentieth century city.

Yet there are significant differences between our age and the early 
twentieth century. The flurry of public works that marked the con
struction of the modem landscape has all but disappeared. No bridges 
or tunnels have been built since the 1960s, and many older facilities 
are in disrepair. Politicians and planners seem to have lost the ability 
to conceive of them or to pay for them. With a sinking physical infra- 
stmcture, the landscape of modernity appears old indeed. How, then, 
shall we rebuild a city where rationality and pluralism meet anew? 
This book shows that the landscape of a huge city is made up of innu
merable small units of life where class and culture intersect with eco
nomic imperatives. Rationality and pluralism must not cancel each 
other. Our challenge as citizens remains to find yet another way to 
create a space that meets and reflects the aspirations of a diverse 
people.
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Density and Intervention:
New York’s Planning Traditions

Marc A. Weiss

"Make no little plans." Daniel Burnham's famous dictum was written 
for and about Chicago at the turn of the twentieth century. Yet his 
large and ambitious vision could equally well have been applied to 
New York City. Indeed, two of the leading promoters of the 1909 Plan 
of Chicago, Charles Norton and Frederic Delano, later helped initiate 
the much grander Regional Plan of New York and its Environs, which 
played a major role in guiding the infrastructure development of the 
modem metropolis. New York's regional efforts in the 1920s stood as 
a direct descendant in a long line of farsighted, massive and highly 
acclaimed planning efforts, including the 1811 street plan, the creation 
of the Croton Aqueduct and the water system, the development of 
Central Park and the park system, the building of the subways, bridges, 
tunnels, highways, and public housing projects, and many other sig
nificant accomplishments. These achievements, while by no means 
imique in American urban development, were highly influential due 
to their scale, timing, and level of imagination.^

One of the best known of these milestones is the passage in 1916 
of the New York City Zoning Resolution, frequently hailed as the 
nation's first zoning law. New York's actions in publicly regulating 
private development and land use through zoning were widely imi
tated around the country, as were its earlier efforts in regulating mul
tifamily dwellings through the 1901 Tenement House Law. The 
assumption that underlay New York's zoning resolution—that restric
tions on the use, height, and bulk of all privately owned buildings 
differentially applied by "districts" or "zones" was legally permissible 
under the mimicipal police powers—helped launch a rapidly spreading 
wave of zoning laws during the 1920s.^
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Looked at in the larger context of the evolution of land use regula
tions in the United States, however. New York's 1916 zoning law 
was definitely an American pacesetter but not quite for the reasons 
commonly attributed to it. This is because the primary motivation for 
zoning on a national basis was the segregation of residential uses from 
commerce and industry, and especially the creation of exclusive dis
tricts for single family houses. Almost all of the many suburban com
munities that adopted zoning in the 1910s and 1920s had this inten
tion, and most central cities also established zoning fundamentally to 
help protect certain middle- and upper-income residential neighbor
hoods. In this sense the first American citywide land use zoning law 
was passed by the City of Los Angeles in 1908. Los Angeles estab
lished, both in legislative and administrative practice and judicially 
through several key court decisions, the legal validity of regulating 
and separating land uses for the public purpose of sheltering and nur
turing a home environment. New York City essentially adopted and 
indirectly popularized the Los Angeles model, and applied this ap
proach to winning political support from property owners in zoning 
certain areas of its outer boroughs.®

New York's pioneering zoning law stands as an anomaly in United 
States urban history because its basic economic, political, and regula
tory thrust had its roots in a very different issue than the mainstream 
of the early twentieth century zoning movement: (1) New York's law 
was chiefly designed to resolve conflicts among commercial and indus
trial property owners in the central business districts of Manhattan. 
Residential regulation, though an important part of the law, was not 
the principal focus. (2) The main innovation in the New York law was 
the height and bulk regulations, not the use restrictions. Although 
New York was not the first city to control building height or even to 
create height districts (many cities already had statutory limits, and 
Boston's height regulations by separate zones had been legally upheld 
by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1909), it was the first city to use public 
regulation to rationalize and stimulate the growth and development 
of a central area for modern corporate office buildings, advanced ser
vices, and retail trade."* The story of zoning in New York is primarily 
the saga of the growth of Manhattan skyscrapers, which is also the 
main emphasis of this article.

Thomas Adams, who directed the 1920s New York Regional Plan, 
wrote in 1931 that "the 1916 zoning law was really a temporary mea
sure based on compromise."® Yet the key compromise over height and 
bulk regulations, which the real estate industry finally recognized in 
1916 as necessary to protect the long-term economic viability of com
mercial property in Manhattan, established a permanent pattern of

47



PLANNING FOR NEW YORK CITY

active public intervention and private involvement to facilitate large- 
scale development while attempting to create more open space be
tween buildings, and especially to preserve "open space in the sky." 
The building setback requirements of the original zoning restrictions 
were later superseded by the more elaborate "tower-in-the-plaza" ap
proach of the 1961 zoning resolution, which encouraged street level 
open space around high-rise buildings, and then by a rapid succession 
of density bonuses and special districts in the past three decades, all 
far more complex than in any other American city.®

Since 1916, New York has consistently led the nation by experi
menting with more aspects of zoning regulation, a wider variety of 
administrative processes, and a greater level of interaction between 
public regulators and private developers in negotiating building form, 
public amenities, and urban design standards. Only recently have San 
Francisco, Boston, and a few other places embarked on interventionist 
methods of central business district development control that rival 
New York's. But then, no American city has ever approached the level 
of density or the number of tall buildings that have long existed in 
downtown and midtown Manhattan.

The Corporate-Commercial City
In many large and rapidly growing American cities in the early twenti
eth century there were "City Beautiful" plans written by architects, 
civil engineers, and landscape architects, and sponsored primarily by 
downtown corporate and commercial interests. These plans were ex
plicitly designed to establish a central business district of commercial 
office buildings, department stores, hotels, and other related uses 
while pushing out factories, warehouses, and wholesale markets. The 
focus of this urban redevelopment planning was on public investment 
in civic centers, parks, parkways, rail terminals, and waterfront facili
ties. Its main purpose was reshaping the physical landscape through 
public works to generate new patterns of accessibility and movement 
in the city, showcasing the clean and attractive commercial and cul
tural districts, and attempting to banish the dirty and unsightly city 
of industry to working-class neighborhoods removed from the central 
area. The Chicago Commercial Club's 1909 plan by Daniel Burnham 
and Edward Bermett is a classic of this genre, and many other cities 
followed a similar path. In each case, from Cleveland to San Francisco, 
land use conflicts emerged between the commercial and industrial 
sectors, and this type of central area plaiming was more successful in 
some cities than in others.^
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What makes New York interesting and different is that at the point 
that most cities were still struggling to assemble a critical mass of tall 
office buildings, department stores, and hotels that would symbolize 
the modern downtown, Manhattan was already firmly established as 
one of the world's leading corporate and commercial centers. This fact 
explains why New York's zoning law was geared so heavily toward 
regulating Manhattan commercial real estate when zoning in most 
communities was more concerned with protecting residential prop
erty. It also helps to explain why in New York the height and bulk 
regulations on commercial buildings adopted in 1916 after nearly two 
decades of controversial debate were generally supported by key busi
ness and real estate interests, whereas in other big cities at that time 
many comparable business groups strongly opposed height and bulk 
regulations in proposed zoning laws. New York was already built up 
with such a great density and volume of large buildings that the 
corporate-commercial sector turned to public regulation as a necessary 
measure to facilitate and protect new investment and development 
without stagnation or chaos, in order to continue growing bigger and 
taller.

A few statistics give a sense of the contrast between New York and 
the rest of the country during the period in which zoning laws were 
first established in most American cities. At the end of 1912, Manhat
tan had 1,510 buildings from nine to seventeen stories high, and 
ninety-one buildings between eighteen and fifty-five stories (seventy- 
one of which were office buildings, with the rest divided between 
hotels and loft manufacturing buildings). A decade later, during which 
time new commercial buildings had grown both taller and more nu
merous, Chicago, the nation's second-largest city with a rapidly ex
panding downtown, had forty buildings eighteen stories or higher, less 
than half of Manhattan's total from ten years before. In Chicago's 
downtown "Loop," where most of the city's high buildings were con
centrated, 151 buildings were between nine and seventeen stories, a 
mere one-tenth of the decade-earlier Manhattan figure. New York not 
only led the nation in very tall buildings (which in 1912 included 
a thirty-eight-, a forty-one-, a fifty-one-, and a fifty-five-story office 
building), but the sheer volume of skyscrapers totally overshadowed 
any other city. Table 3.1 displays national data for United States cities 
in 1929, demonstrating that New York had half of all the buildings in 
America that were ten stories or higher. New York also had most 
of the tallest commercial structures, from the Woolworth Building, 
completed in 1913, to the Chrysler Building, which was xmder con
struction during 1929.®
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Table 3.1 Tall Buildings in American Cities, 1929

City

Buildings
10-20
Stories

Buildings 
21 Stories 
or More

Albany, NY 9 2
Atlanta, GA 17 1
Atlantic City, Nf 21 0
Baltimore, MD 36 4
Beaumont, TX 5 1
Birmingham, AL 13 1
Boston, MA 102 2
Chicago, IL 384 65
Cincinnati, OH 24 2
Cleveland, OH 40 4
Columbus, OH 16 1
Dallas, TX 31 1
Dayton, OH 15 0
Denver, CO 9 0
Des Moines, lA 14 0
Detroit, MI 102 19
Duluth, MN 5 0
Forth Worth, TX 11 3
Galveston, TX 5 0
Houston, 'TX 24 5
Indianapolis, IN 23 0
Jacksonville, FL 14 0
Jersey City, NJ 16 0
Johnstown, PA 5 0
Kalamazoo, MI 5 0
Kansas City, MO 60 2
Knoxville, TN 6 0
Little Rock, AR 6 0
Long Beach, CA 14 0
Los Angeles, CA 134 1
Louisville, KY 17 0
Memphis, TN 23 1
Miami, FL 25 1
Milwaukee, WI 15 1
Miimeapolis, MN 32 3
Montgomery, AL 5 0
Nashville, 'TN 17 0
Newark, NJ 18 3
New Haven, CT 5 0
New Orleans, LA 21 1
New York, NY 2,291 188
Oakland, CA 14 1
Oklahoma City, OK 20 2
Omaha, NE 9 0
Peoria, IL 12 0

50

DENSITY AND INTERVENTION: NEW YORK’S PLANNING TRADITIONS

Table 3.1 (continued)

City

Buildings
10-20
Stories

Buildings 
21 Stories 
or More

Philadelphia, PA 98 22
Phoenix, AZ 5 0
Pittsburgh, PA 52 15
Portland, OR 25 0
Providence, RI 5 1
Richmond, VA 20 1
Rochester, NY 12 0
Sacramento, CA 7 0
St. Louis, MO 83 3
St. Paul, MN 7 0
Salt Lake City, UT 10 0
San Antonio, TX 21 3
San Diego, CA 8 0
San Francisco, CA 45 8
Seattle, WA 41 2
Springfield, IL 5 0
Stockton, CA 6 0
Syracuse, NY 4 1
Tacoma, WA 6 0
Tampa, FL 11 0
Toledo, OH 6 1
Tulsa, OK 37 2
Washington, DC 20 0
Wheeling, WV 6 0
Wichita, KS 14 0
Wilkes-Barre, PA 5 0
Youngstown, OH 5 0
Souzce: The American City 41 (September 1929): 130.

One of the driving forces behind New York's 1916 zoning resolution 
was the Fifth Avenue Association, a group of leading retail merchants, 
hotel operators, property owners, investors, lenders, and real estate 
brokers trying to stabilize and reinforce the image of Fifth Avenue 
between Thirty-second and Fifty-ninth streets as a high-class shopping 
district. The retail merchants' nemesis was the garment industry, 
which was steadily moving northward along Fifth Avenue, occupying 
newly constmcted tall loft manufacturing buildings. Arguing that 
"these hordes of factory employees . . . are doing more than any other 
thing to destroy the exclusiveness of Fifth Avenue," the merchants 
turned to the city for the legal authority to control private property
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through zoning laws, limiting building heights within the district to 
cut down on the number and size of loft buildings.® Zoning under 
municipal police power regulations, if properly executed, had the ad
vantages of being compulsory on all property owners without the gov
ernment having to financially compensate these owners.

If the Fifth Avenue Association could have blocked the rapidly 
spreading lofts by prohibiting light manufacturing in a commercial 
zone, it would surely have proposed such intervention. By 1913, how
ever, no city, not even Los Angeles, had yet attempted to segregate 
such uses, and it did not appear to he legally possible. Height restric
tions by district, on the other hand, had been declared constitutional 
by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1909, so the Fifth Avenue Association 
seized on and vigorously promoted this idea as the means of its sal
vation.

Fifth Avenue, however, was not really the principal long-term issue. 
Whereas the Fifth Avenue Association had chosen building height reg
ulation as a method of blocking and redirecting the garment industry's 
geographic expansion, the main demand in 1916 for regulating the 
height and hulk of commercial buildings through zoning came from 
private businesses that leased office space, land and building owners, 
investors, lenders, insurers, developers, contractors, brokers, lawyers, 
and others involved in the lower Manhattan real estate market. These 
real estate and business groups reluctantly agreed that some form of 
public regulation was necessary, after having opposed commercial 
height restrictions since they were first suggested in the 1890s.

The 1901 Tenement House Law had imposed height and lot cover
age restrictions on multifamily dwellings, but commercial and indus
trial buildings were still unregulated except by building codes, and the 
new skyscraper technology had brought much anxiety and uncertainty 
to the downtown area, where many new tall and bulky buildings 
blocked the sunlight from older and smaller buildings, causing the 
latter's property values to drop and in some cases even driving away 
their tenants. This situation is well illustrated in the accompanying 
photograph from the 1916 report of the Commission on Building Dis
tricts and Restrictions (see Figure 3.1). Though the tenants in the dark 
buildings could presumably move, and the owners could possibly build 
a new, taller building, there seemed to be no way to privately ensure 
that the district would not become strangled by overbuilding and con
gestion, with each building cutting off the others' sunlight and views, 
turning the narrow side streets into perpetually dark and impassable 
canyons. Public regulation was finally perceived by 1916 to be the 
only viable solution.
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Figure 3.1 The Final Report of the 1916 Commission on Building Districts 
and Restrictions used this photo to demonstrate the necessity for zoning regu
lations in New York City to reduce the density of skyscrapers and allow more 
light, air, and open space between tall buildings. Source: Avery Architectural 
and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.



Table 3.2 Financial Institutions and Insurance Companies 
Endorsing the 1916 New York Zoning Law

Astor Trust Company
Bank for Savings in the City of New York
Bankers Trust Company
Bowery Savings Bank
Citizens' Savings Bank
Columbia Trust Company
Commonwealth Insurance Company of New York
Commonwealth Savings Bank
Dime Savings Bank of Williamsburgh
Dry Dock Savings Institution
East Brooklyn Savings Bank
Emigrants' Industrial Savings Bank
Equitable Life Assurance Society of the United States
Excelsior Savings Bank
Fidelity Trust Company
Franklin Savings Bank
Franklin Trust Company
German Savings Bank of Brooklyn
Germania Fire Insurance Company
Germania Savings Bank
Globe &. Rutgers Fire Insurance Company
Greater New York Savings Bank
Guaranty Trust Company of New York
Harlem Savings Bank
Home Insurance Company
Home Life Insurance Company
Hudson Trust Company
Imperial Assurance Company
Irving Savings Institution
Italian Savings Bank
Jamaica Savings Bank
Lawyers Mortgage Company
Lawyers Title & Trust Company
Liverpool and London and Globe Insurance Company
Long Island City Savings Bank
Maiihattan Life Insurance Company
Metropolitan Life Insurance Company
Mutual Life Insurance Company of New York
New York Life Insiurance Company
New York Savings Bank
New York Title Insurance Company
North British & Mercantile Insurance Company
North River Insurance Company
People's Trust Company
Postal Life Insurance Company
Royal Insurance Company
South Brooklyn Savings Institution
Sumner Savings Bank
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Table 3.2 (continued)

Title Guarantee and Trust Company 
Transatlantic Trust Company 
Union Square Savings Bank 
United States Mortgage &, Trust Company 
West Side Savings Bank 
Williamsburgh Savings Bank
Source: Final Report of the Commission on Building Districts and Restrictions dd 
75-76. ’

Construction of the new Equitable Building had demonstrated the 
difficulty with private methods of control. When the old nine-story 
building burned to the ground and plans were announced in 1913 for 
a massive new forty-story, 1.4 million square foot structure covering 
an entire city block that would "steal" light, views, and tenants from 
many surrounding buildings, neighboring property owners organized 
to stop its construction through private negotiations with the prop
erty's owner, but failed in their efforts. After the new building was 
completed, Lawson Purdy, president of the New York City Depart
ment of Taxes and Assessments, testified that "the owners of practi
cally all the property surrounding it have asked for and obtained a 
reduction of the assessed value of their property on proof of loss of 
rents due to limitations of light and air and other advantages they 
enjoyed when the Equitable Building was only nine stories high."** 

Many of the institutions that were concerned with long-term real 
estate market stability were eager to impose the new regulations by 
the middle of the decade. Large lenders such as the Metropolitan Life 
Insurance Company, the New York Life Insurance Company, and the 
Lawyers Mortgage Company—a pillar of the New York establishment 
whose president, Richard Hurd, had written the widely admired Piin- 
ciples of City Land Values (1903)—supported the building height and 
bulk regulations (see Table 3.2). Even the Equitable Life Assurance 
Society, despite or perhaps because of the dispute over its new head
quarters, endorsed the proposed zoning resolution. Walter Stabler, the 
controller of the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company and a member 
of the Commission on Building Districts and Restrictions, actively 
encouraged the efforts of the Fifth Avenue Association. Stabler was 
such a strong advocate for height, bulk, and use restrictions that Ed
ward Bassett, who chaired both the 1913 and 1916 New York zoning 
commissions and was considered by many to be the leading American 
zoning expert, dedicated his 1936 book on zoning to Walter Stabler 
(along with Lawson Purdy and Frederic Pratt). Property, casualty, and
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fire insurance companies supported the zoning restrictions, arguing 
that they would bring greater certainty to realty markets and lower 
the risks of fire and property damage. Title insurance companies, such 
as the Title Guarantee and Trust Company, also backed the new zon
ing regulations.^^

A vital aspect of development in Manhattan was the growth in 
corporate headquarters as property owners and space users. Many op
ponents of tall office buildings argued that higher construction and 
operating costs and a loss of rentable space due to elevators and rein
forcing structures meant that these towers were not as economically 
profitable as was commonly assumed. However, a key factor behind 
their continued development and rapid growth in height, bulk, and 
numbers was the prestige value of the building's visual image, which 
served as a powerful form of advertising for the corporate owners and 
occupants. Publicity was becoming more important for many large 
firms, and constructing an elaborate corporate headquarters was one 
increasingly popular method of displaying to the general public the 
company's growing wealth and power.

The Politics of Height and Bulk Restrictions
New York's zoning process was unusual not only for the central atten
tion on the issue of building height and bulk in lower and midtown 
Manhattan, but also because the corporate-commercial sector and the 
real estate industry generally supported these restrictions. Indeed, the 
initiative to establish the new public regulations came partly from 
these business groups. This contrasts with height limitations in many 
other American cities, where the issue was either less important rela
tive to use restrictions applied mainly to residential areas, or more 
controversial and unpopular with various segments of the downtown 
business and real estate communities.

Many cities imposed building height limits beginning in the late 
nineteenth century when the private "skyscraper" first emerged as a 
new urban form. Most of the legal limits ranged from 100 to 200 feet. 
Boston and Washington, D.C., had differential limits for various parts 
of the city, with the highest buildings permitted in the central area. 
Other cities, such as Baltimore and Indianapolis, had special restric
tions that applied to particular locations. In most cases the height 
limits were intended mainly to restrict building heights in the down
town area, the only place where land values, transportation accessibil
ity, and corporate image made tall buildings economically feasible or 
culturally preferable. Much of the early impetus for imposing these 
restrictions emanated from fears about fire hazards and building safety.
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concerns about the lack of sunlight and air, aesthetic considerations 
that preferred the older Emropean city model of smaller buildings of 
uniform height, and popular desires to avoid excessive urban popula
tion density and congestion.

In some cities, such as Chicago or San Diego, downtown business 
and realty interests were initially against proposed height limits, as
serting that restrictions would impede economic growth and civic 
progress. Such opposition led to compromises that raised the maxi
mum permitted building heights. Once the limitations were in place, 
however, many of these same interests did acknowledge that the new 
regulations helped protect the owners of and tenants in smaller ex
isting buildings, stabilizing investments and markets. Particularly dur
ing times of real estate recessions, owners of smaller buildings favored 
height restrictions.

The commercial and real estate sectors in some cities basically sup
ported height regulations from their ineeption. Los Angeles imposed 
a 150-foot building height limit in 1906, following San Francisco's 
earthquake and fire that same year. Civic leaders of southern Califor
nia's "Riviera" took this action to reinforce Los Angeles' image of 
safety and serenity in eontrast to more intimidating conceptions of 
city life in their northern California archrival. Boston's Brahmin busi
ness elite was content with older traditions of modest building 
heights, and also wanted to spread private eonstruction across newly 
filled land in the Back Bay and other areas near the city's center.

Local chapters of the National Association of Building Owners and 
Managers (NABOM) were very influential in many cities during this 
period. NABOM was as important in the development of downtown 
zoning as the National Association of Real Estate Boards (NAREB) was 
in the evolution of residential and suburban zoning. Throughout the 
1920s, many Building Owners and Managers groups strongly opposed 
urban height limitations, sponsoring and publicizing research studies 
that argued for the commercial superiority of skyscrapers.^^

New York City's successful negotiation of a common agreement on 
building height and bulk restrictions in 1916 stands in contrast to the 
controversy that surrounded height limitations in many large cities. 
In Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and San Fran
cisco, downtown corporate-commercial and major real estate develop
ment and investment interests fought against strict height regulations, 
often with the local NABOM chapter among the leading organiza
tional members of the opposition coalition. In many cases, opposition 
to regulating building heights held up the passage of an entire zoning 
ordinance until some kind of accommodation was made. In Chicago 
and Pittsburgh, compromises were reached by 1923. In San Francisco,
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the Downtown Association and the Building Owners and Managers 
were able to remove all height limitations from the 1921 law, which 
only regulated land uses. In Philadelphia, Detroit, and Cleveland, op
position from downtown corporations and property owners held up 
zoning throughout the 1920s, and in Cleveland an ordinance that fi
nally passed in 1928 was quickly repealed two months later. Houston 
never passed a zoning law, though the downtown lobby eventually 
supported the idea. Zoning in St. Louis and Los Angeles ran into strong 
opposition from real estate brokers and developers wanting to build 
large commercial and residential buildings on wide boulevards that 
were to be restricted to single family homes. Other cities, including 
Boston and Washington, D.C., raised their height limits during the 
1920s, and Atlanta virtually repealed effective height restrictions by 
increasing its limits in 1929 from 150 feet to 325 feet with no setback 
requirements.

What is most interesting about the pattern outside of New York is 
that the cities with the greatest disagreements about the public control 
of private building heights were essentially the cities with the tallest 
buildings. Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, Pittsburgh, San Francisco, 
Houston, and Cleveland, after New York, were the leading cities with 
buildings twenty-one stories or higher (see Table 3.1). Two factors 
account for the differences between zoning politics in New York and 
these other cities. One difference is that New York's law was passed 
during a period when the real estate market was in a cyclical down
turn. Zoning was seen by the main economic actors as a means of 
stabilizing the city's economy, spreading out property values, and cre
ating incentives for new investment. Major corporate and financial 
interests were strongly motivated to give this new form of government 
intervention a chance, and speculative operators who would normally 
oppose such regulations were in a weak financial and political position 
due to the real estate recession.^® By the time New York's example 
spread and zoning was proposed in other big cities during the early 
1920s, their real estate markets were beginning to boom, and property 
owners, developers, investors, lenders, builders, brokers, corporate ten
ants, and other major forces all wanted to profit from economic growth 
without public intervention standing in the way. They wanted to max
imize the development potential of their individual parcels while de
mand was strong. Once the markets collapsed, height regulations once 
again appeared desirable as a stabilizing factor. This helps explain why 
Philadelphia, Detroit, and Cleveland waited until the Great Depres
sion before they finally imposed zoning restrictions on their cities.

The second difference is that in New York a complex bargain was 
struck, establishing what is now a tradition of the city's zoning regula
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tions permitting and encouraging very large-scale private development 
while still attempting to accomplish certain important public goals. 
Under the 1916 zoning resolution. New York pioneered a new form of 
regulation that combined restrictions on height, bulk, and use in one 
law. Since the issue in lower and midtown Manhattan, other than the 
Fifth Avenue merchants' conflict with the garment industry, revolved 
around the problem that tall and bulky buildings blocked sunlight 
from neighboring buildings and from the streets, the solution was to 
redesign buildings so that they would allow more space between them 
and more room for sunlight and open air. This was accomplished 
through the setback requirements, regulating buildings by volume 
rather than height alone. Regulating building height and volume in 
relation to the width of the street and the size of the parcel allowed 
buildings in some zones to be very tall by requiring progressively 
stepped-back towers above a certain height determined as a multiple of 
the width of the fronting street. This approach permitted development 
while preserving public open-air space because, as buildings went 
higher, the upper stories drew further back from the streets and lot 
lines and from surrounding buildings (see Figure 3.2). What was pro
hibited was not tall buildings per se, just bulky, monolithic fortresses 
covering the entire lot, like the Equitable Building. Such a compromise 
in 1916 made possible the construction fifteen years later of the 
world's tallest structure, the Empire State Building, which was legally 
zoned to soar over Manhattan because it encompassed a very large lot, 
fronted on relatively wide streets, and utilized numerous setbacks in 
the building's design.

Why didn't other big cities adopt similar compromises? Eventually, 
many of them did. It took time for enough people to see the effects of 
New York's zoning regulations worked out in practice, and during the 
boom of the early and middle 1920s many private business interests 
preferred not to rock the boat, wanting only traditional commercial 
structures and existing government regulations, or no regulations at 
all. Eventually, most commercial architects, builders, investors, lend
ers, insurers, corporate tenants, and owners began to accept the new 
post-zoning New York model of setback skyscraper development and 
to want to import it to their city or export it to other cities. By the 
late 1920s, many big cities were changing their zoning laws to adopt 
"volumetric" controls and the setback system for tall buildings. New 
York's height and bulk zoning had actually created a popular new 
aesthetic standard that was beginning to dominate American skylines. 
Even conservative Boston, which had regulated building heights since 
1890 with a flat and relatively low maximum in the downtown area, 
changed its zoning law in 1928 to permit pyramidal setback towers.
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Figure 3.2 The New Yorker Hotel, completed in 1930, is a good example of 
“sculptured mountain" skyscraper architecture popular in the 1920s and 
1930s, encouraged by the building setback requirements of New York City's 
zoning law. Urban planners, including the authors of the Regional Plan of 
New York and Its Environs, appreciated the setbacks and argued that high-rise 
structures should be situated farther away from surrounding buildings and 
streets than was mandated by the existing zoning. Source: Avery Architec
tural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.
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Part of the motivation for Boston's change was pressure from both 
local and national corporations for the city to modernize its image, 
along with the desire by public officials to attract outside capital and 
to promote new investment in a central business district that was far 
from booming.

Implementation of the 1916 New York Zoning Law
The imposition of restrictions on the height, bulk, and use of commer
cial buildings in New York, after more than two decades of sometimes 
acrimonious debate, was generally received by the real estate industry 
as an acceptable compromise. Some real estate developers were un
happy with the height limits, and several of them appealed to the city 
for reductions in property tax assessments on the grounds that zoning 
had caused a decline in values. The Real Estate Board of New York 
disagreed, strongly endorsing the ordinance in November 1916 and 
announcing that it would help the city defend its constitutionality in 
court.^®

In February 1917, leaders of the Fifth Avenue Association and other 
key zoning advocates formed the New York Zoning Committee to 
mobilize ongoing private sector support for the new law. The Commit
tee worked with the city's Corporation Counsel to protect the legality 
of zoning, provide technical assistance in its implementation, and pub
lish pamphlets explaining the new regulations to the general public. 
Frederic B. Pratt, dean of the Pratt Institute and son of one of New 
York's leading industrialists, chaired the Zoning Committee; Walter 
Stabler of Metropolitan Life was the treasurer; and Edward Bassett 
served as general counsel. Within five months the committee had over 
100 members and was actively working to maintain public acceptance 
during the critical early period of zoning implementation.^^ Robert E. 
Simon, a commercial real estate developer and leader of the New York 
Zoning Committee, stated in 1918:

Never before in the history of this City has a restrictive measure of 
so radical a nature, affecting real estate, received so nearly unani
mous approval of the real estate interests in the City as did this 
law. Now that it has been in effect sufficiently long to give it an 
opportunity to be thoroughly tested, it still has the approval of a vast 
majority.^°

A vital factor in this broad support for zoning was the improved 
condition of the Manhattan real estate market after the law's passage 
in 1916, reversing several years of declining property values. According
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to the Central Mercantile Association, investment in new buildings 
between Canal and Thirty-fourth streets increased dramatically after 
zoning was initiated. Demand for office space rose significantly in 
lower Manhattan, particularly after the war, and rents were rising sub
stantially, leading to the boom in construction and real estate prices 
beginning in the early 1920s.

The new zoning law succeeded in defining Fifth Avenue and the 
midtown area as an office and retail district, rather than an expanding 
location for garment manufacturing. The Save New York Committee 
reported in December 1916 that 205 out of 225 manufacturers between 
Thirty-second and Fifty-ninth streets and Third and Seventh avenues 
had agreed to relocate from their current buildings by the time their 
leases expired. Despite this accomplishment, the Fifth Avenue retail
ers were concerned that too much light manufacturing was still being 
permitted under the 1916 zoning use district category for "business." 
To accelerate the pace of change and protect against future encroach
ment, in 1923 the Save New York Committee proposed the creation 
of a "retail" use district category in the zoning law. A retail district 
would permit the same uses as a business district except that manufac
turing would be prohibited within the retail zone. Walter Stabler, Ed
ward Bassett, and Charles G. Edwards, president of the Real Estate 
Board of New York, were among those endorsing the retail zone 
amendment.

The Fifth Avenue Association was joined by similar associations 
representing merchants, property owners, and tenants on Broadway, 
Thirty-fourth Street, Eighth Avenue, and Forty-second Street in lob
bying the Board of Estimate for the retail amendment. These groups 
were opposed on one side by garment manufacturers and wholesalers 
fighting to retain the business use designation, and on the other side 
by elite residents of Murray Flill and portions of Fifth and Madison 
avenues who wanted to preserve their neighborhoods as residential 
use districts. Finally in 1929 the Board of Estimate created a retail use 
district category restricting manufacturing activity to a maximum of 
5 percent of the total floor space in any building in that zone (25 
percent manufacturing was permitted in "business" use districts un
der the 1916 zoning resolution). Like all the provisions of the law, it 
was not retroactive and only applied to new development. At the same 
time, the Board of Estimate designated much of the area between 
Twenty-third and Fiftieth streets from Park to Eighth avenues as a 
retail district.^

In the 1920s Fifth Avenue above Thirty-fourth Street solidified as 
the elite shopping district, surrounded by a steadily increasing amount 
of new office space for corporate tenants, some of them migrating
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northward from Wall Street to midtown. As early as 1920 the 
Heckscher Building, a thirty-two-story office tower, was constructed 
at Fifth Avenue and Fifty-seventh Street, and S. W. Straus, the leading 
mortgage bond brokerage firm, built a tall headquarters at Fifth Ave
nue and Forty-sixth Street. By mid-decade the pace of office construc
tion in the midtown area was rapidly accelerating.^**

One of the most dramatic effects of zoning was on the architecture 
of New York's skyline (see Figure 3.2). Bulky rectangular buildings 
were replaced by (1) ziggurat-style "wedding cake" setback buildings, 
such as the ubiquitous tall loft structures of the new garment district; 
(2) buildings that looked like sculptured mountains with numerous 
imposing setbacks; (3) most prominently, very tall but relatively slen
der and graceful setback towers. All of these new building sizes and 
shapes conformed to the zoning restrictions on height and bulk. The 
Chrysler, Empire State, and other famous buildings of the 1920s and 
1930s serve as monuments to zoning's impact on urban design in New 
York and around the world.^^

The spread of new midtown office towers was reflected in the height 
district zoning changes for Manhattan taken by the Board of Estimate 
between 1916 and 1931. Many of the rezoning actions were designed 
to permit the development of skyscrapers in areas originally zoned for 
lesser heights. All but one of the fourteen decisions of this type were 
in midtown. The biggest change occurred in 1928, when the Board 
of Estimate rezoned all of Eighth Avenue from Thirty-third to Fifty- 
sixth streets as a "two times" height district, allowing for very tall 
buildings.^®

Occasionally, a zoning conflict was resolved against the wishes of 
real estate developers. One of the most publicized examples of a devel
oper defeat involved the Equitable Life Assurance Society, principal 
occupant of the bulky skyscraper in lower Manhattan that had been 
such an important catalyst for the imposition of height and bulk re
strictions in 1916. Equitable intended to relocate some of its clerical 
staff from downtown to midtown in a new building the firm plaimed to 
construct on Seventh Avenue between Thirty-first and Thirty-second 
streets. The proposed building, nineteen stories without any setbacks, 
did not conform to the height regulations for that district. Equitable 
asked for a zoning variance, but the Board of Standards and Appeals 
denied the insurance company's request in 1922.^^

The rash of skyscraper development, at first reflecting the wide
spread acceptance of the zoning regulations as well as the new aes
thetic of setback architecture, reached such an unprecedented volume 
by 1926 that the previous enthusiasm for the 1916 compromise turned 
into dissatisfaction and controversy. Critics began to voice serious
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objections to the existing height and bulk regulations permitting too 
many new buildings that were still far too tall and massive, despite 
the setbacks and the restrictions. One of the most virulent skyscraper 
opponents was Major Henry Curran, counsel of the City Club of New 
York, who denounced the buildings as "monsters" and their spread as 
a "plague." Curran blamed them for suhway crowding and automobile 
accidents, called for an absolute height limit of six stories on narrow 
streets and ten stories on wide streets, and recommended that tall 
building design be regulated by the Municipal Art Commission.^®

William A. Boring, director of Columbia University's School of Ar
chitecture, endorsed Henry Curran's proposed ban on skyscrapers and 
advocated a special tax on tall buildings. The Committee on Commu
nity Planning of the American Institute of Architects (AIA), chaired 
by Henry Wright, also supported Curran's proposals. Wright suggested 
in 1927 that skyscrapers should provide public open spaces in amounts 
proportionate to their cubic capacity, an idea that was later par
tially incorporated into the 1961 zoning law through density bonuses 
awarded for plazas surrounding tall buildings. The concern of Henry 
Wright and his AIA committee for open space was also voiced by 
the Municipal Art Society. Its City Plan Committee denounced the 
overdevelopment of skyscrapers and the consequent urban congestion, 
arguing that "we cannot have a beautiful city without a proper adjust
ment of spaces to buildings."^®

By the mid-1920s, even some of the 1916 zoning law's strongest 
supporters were beginning to call for changes, frustrated with the 
seeming lack of any real control over the advancing juggernaut of sky
scraper construction in Manhattan. Edward Bassett, sharing a platform 
with Henry Curran at the Municipal Art Society in 1926, agreed that 
the zoning law should be modified to further reduce congestion in 
Manhattan by promoting decentralization of commercial development 
throughout the city and region. Earlier in the year, J. E. Harrington, 
chairman of the Traffic Committee for the Broadway Association, 
blamed the excessive number, size, and growth of skyscrapers for tran
sit and traffic congestion and stated that "the Zoning Law in New 
York has outgrown itself and needs revision.

Edward Bassett joined other critics of skyscrapers in opposing the 
Board of Estimate's upzoning of the midtown section of Eighth Avenue 
in 1928 to permit the construction of taller buildings. "The greatest 
present problem is congestion," Bassett asserted, and while politically 
"it may be impossible to decrease the cubage zoning limit," he never
theless strongly argued that "successive Boards of Estimate ought to 
refrain from establishing new skyscraper districts."®^ Bassett also ap
peared before the Board of Estimate in 1931 to oppose the height dis
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trict upzoning of Forty-second Street between Eighth and Tenth ave
nues. The proposed change had the support of the Forty-second Street 
Property Owners and Merchants Association, hoping that the new 
thirty-two-story McGraw-Hill Building would spawn a skyscraper de
velopment boom in their district. In 1932, the Board of Estimate passed 
the zoning map amendment over Bassett's objections. By the late 
1920s, Bassett was also frequently denouncing the wholesale granting 
of zoning variances by the Board of Standards and Appeals. Some of 
these variances were later overturned in court as being legally im
proper, and Bassett claimed that the appeals board's actions were cor
rupting the process of zoning.®^

Zoning reformers banded together to lobby for changes through the 
City Committee on Plan and Survey appointed by Mayor Walker in 
1926. The Sub-Committee on Housing, Zoning and Distribution of 
Population was headed by Frederick H. Ecker, chairman of Metropoli
tan Life. On this subcommittee, Lawson Purdy chaired a study of zon
ing height and area regulations, and Edward Bassett chaired a study of 
zoning administration. The Purdy report proposed that height limits 
generally be lowered and that there be three standard building heights 
for the entire city, replacing the formula for multiples of street widths. 
In particular, his report proposed a drastic reduction in building 
heights along the wide avenues and of the comer buildings on the cross 
streets. It also recommended other changes to increase open space 
by trading off increased building height for decreased lot coverage, 
foreshadowing the 1961 zoning law.®®

The 1928 Report of the City Committee on Plan and Survey en
dorsed the zoning changes proposed by Purdy's study group, stating 
that "The time is ripe for amendment and strengthening of the Zoning 
Resolution which was passed into law eleven years ago." The full 
committee also supported the establishment of a separate retail use 
district category, which was endorsed by Bassett's study. In addition, 
the committee advocated that the Board of Estimate create "an official 
Planning Board functioning as a permanent city department." Among 
its many other functions, the proposed planning board would have the 
authority to review and recommend zoning changes:

This would permit a more constmctive approach being made to the 
zoning of the City than has been the case in the past in the absence 
of a comprehensive plan. In the final analysis the solution of the 
problems of congestion and of distribution of population will depend 
on the principles and methods which are applied to the regulation 
of building uses and densities, and the relation of these to the street 
and other open areas of the City.®^
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The new city charter adopted in 1938 finally established a City 
Planning Commission along the lines suggested by the Committee ten 
years earlier. The City Committee on Plan and Survey's endorsement 
of the retail district zoning amendment had a more immediate impact 
on the Board of Estimate, which passed a compromise version in 1929. 
However, the committee's proposed changes in height and area restric
tions ran into too much opposition from real estate developers and 
property owners to succeed politically.

Manhattan Borough President Julius Miller and New York City Tax 
Commissioner George H. Payne were two prominent public officials 
who opposed new height restrictions. Miller believed that tall build
ings were necessary for the city's economic vitality, and that the prob
lems of congestion eould be solved without curbing the development 
of skyscrapers in Manhattan. He proposed alleviating traffic conges
tion by constructing subways under major crosstown streets, express 
highways on the riverfront, and tunnels to the outer boroughs. The 
new City Planning commissioner, John F. Sullivan, appointed by 
Mayor Walker in 1930 to head a one-man agency with no power over 
zoning or any other land use matters, also was on the side of support
ing skyscraper development. For example, he favored the upzoning of 
Forty-second Street between Eighth and Tenth avenues, which passed 
the Board of Estimate in 1932. The opponents of stricter height and 
bulk limitations mostly prevailed during the renewed zoning debates 
and controversies of the late 1920s, and the Board of Estimate rejected 
various amendments recommended by the City Committee on Plan 
and Survey and other civic groups such as the Municipal Art Society, 
the City Club, and the AlA Committee on Community Planning.^^

Thomas Adams, who directed New York's metropolitan regional 
planning during the 1920s, addressed the Building Managers and Own
ers Association of New York in 1928 about the Purdy report proposing 
greater zoning restrictions on height and bulk, and acknowledged that 
"It may appear that certain details of the recommendations of the 
Sub-Committee go much further than the Association would ap
prove. . . Whereas chapters of NABOM in several other cities were 
bitterly opposed to any regulations limiting the height of buildings, 
the New York chapter was generally content with the zoning compro
mise of 1916 but did not support further reductions in the permitted 
size of commercial structures.

New Yorkers provided national leadership for building owners and 
managers in the 1920s: Clarence T. Coley, manager of the Equitable 
Building, served as NABOM president during 1921—1922; and Lee 
Thompson Smith, manager of the Sinclair Oil Building, was president 
of NABOM from 1924 to 1926. During Smith's presidency, NABOM's
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Height Limitation Committee launched a sophisticated public rela
tions campaign by sponsoring research that argued for the economic 
and social benefits of tall buildings and disputed charges that skyscrap
ers caused eongestion or were unsafe. NABOM emphasized that ad
vances in building design, construction, and materials, such as the use 
of setbaeks and lightweight terra cotta that reflected sunlight, miti
gated problems of light, air, views, and open spaee.^^

Probably the most significant efforts at finding a new compromise 
formula for zoning to reduce densities and congestion while at
tempting to satisfy both the real estate industry and its critics came 
from the Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs, directed by 
Thomas Adams and involving many of the key architects, planners, 
lawyers, and community leaders behind New York's zoning law: Ed
ward Bassett, Lawson Purdy, George Ford, Robert Whitten, George 
McAneny, Frederic Pratt, and numerous others. Thomas Adams was 
sympathetie to Henry Curran's ideas and the movement against sky
scrapers, and, like Bassett, opposed the upzoning of Eighth Avenue in 
1928. Adams believed that tall buildings per se were not a problem if 
land patterns around the skyscrapers were better planned and regu
lated: "The high building in itself cannot be condemned as unhealthful 
if there is sufficient space around it to give it light and air; nor as 
inefficient if there is sufficient space for the people and traffic to serve 
its needs.He argued that in the debate over height limitations, 
people must "distinguish between, first, the high building that has 
ample space surrounding it to meet all its need for light, air and acces
sibility, and second, the crowded groups of high buildings where these 
essential elements in land values are destroyed as a result of too inten
sive coneentration."^^

In several key publications of 1931 (volume 6 of the Regional Survey 
of New York and Its Environs, volume 2 of the Regional Plan, and 
volume 2 of the Harvard City Planning Studies) Thomas Adams, 
George Ford, and their colleagues began to work out ideas for continu
ing to reduce the bulk of tall buildings through less lot coverage at the 
street level, greater setbacks of the building's lower stories, and slim
mer towers.'*^ Adams and Ford discussed limiting height and bulk by 
regulating the total volume of building space in relation to land mass, 
citing the architect Raymond Hood's ideas about controlling building 
volume through a maximum floor-area ratio. Three decades later. New 
York City adopted a variation of this approach as a new and more 
effective method of controlling building density while still permitting 
the construction of skyscrapers.

The Regional Plan Association pointed in particular to New York's 
and the world's tallest structure, the Empire State Building, completed
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in 1931, as a model skyscraper with sufficient open space surrounding 
it on the street level and in the sky. In an important rebuttal to 
NABOM-type arguments over economic efficiency, Adams and his col
leagues argued that the older practice of crowding urban land and com
mercial districts with tall buildings cheek-by-jowl had given way to 
new techniques of skyscraper planning and development that were the 
wave of the future: "The rectangular prism remains the most economi
cal framework for a building. But economy of construction is not true 
economy if the building is not rentable at a profit. As the best lighted 
space brings the highest rents, this gives the economic justification 
for wide setbacks.'"*^

Conclusion
By 1931, Edward Bassett was critical of the zoning compromise he had 
so carefully fashioned fifteen years earlier, and was looking ahead to 
the next generation of height and bulk restrictions that were widely 
discussed in New York beginning in 1926:

The regulation of skyscrapers is undoubtedly the most difficult prob
lem of zoning in every great eity. After the zoning plan of New York 
City had been worked upon for years, it was nearly defeated at a 
eertain stage by reason of a spirited and influential attack on limita
tion of skyscrapers. The same difficulty has been mainly responsible 
for the fact that Philadelphia and Detroit have no zoning ordinances 
today. New York City did not advance very far when it adopted the 
two and two and one-half times limit with setbacks and 25 percent 
towers, and there are many who say that with this limit the sky
scraper problem was hardly touched, that skyscrapers are being 
erected as bigb as they probably would have been without zoning, 
that the total rentable floor space in the high building blocks has 
not been affected, and that street congestion is as great as if buildings 
had been left imregulated. These criticisms are partly true. On the 
whole, however, the results of zoning have been to give greater ac
cess of light and air to separate buildings and to the street. The 
opportunity of blanketing one building by another has been lessened. 
Architecturally New York has been greatly improved by zoning. 
What more can be done? Nearly all will admit that something ought 
to be done. But to say what ought to be done and to say what can be 
done are two quite different things.'*^

After a decade of experience with regulating the height and bulk 
of commercial buildings. New Yorkers were contemplating doing 
more by the late 1920s. Residential structures received a new set of
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regulations with the Multiple Dwelling Law of 1929, and ideas for 
rezoning were being discussed, leading in 1961 to the floor-area ratio 
concept and new sky exposure planes. With the 1961 zoning law the 
"wedding cake" setback buildings were shunted aside to herald a new 
era of modernist architecture with tall "glass boxes" rising straight up 
from the street, leaving more open space around the buildings to allow 
sunlight and views on every floor. The concept of "open space in the 
sky" was brought down to street level as the new zoning permitted a 
20 percent larger building in exchange for the construction of a plaza 
made available for public use. Between 1961 and 1973 virtually every 
major development project in New York took advantage of the zoning 
density bonus to build taller and bulkier buildings, constructing over 
one million square feet of plaza space, more than the total in all other 
U.S. cities combined. Incentive zoning proved controversial; one study 
of density bonuses in New York found that for every dollar developers 
had spent on constructing plazas, they earned an additional $48 from 
the increased value of the buildings due to the extra rentable space 
they were permitted to build. Despite much criticism, the city govern
ment later initiated many other density bonus trade-offs under incen
tive zoning, especially through the method of creating special districts. 
Bonuses were granted both as-of-right and by negotiation and special 
permit for providing a variety of amenities that included sidewalk 
arcades; indoor public spaces such as atria, retail stores, museums, live 
theaters, and dance studios; pedestrian passageways; subway station 
improvements; and affordable housing. As two expert zoning observers 
commented in 1979, "It is as pointless to talk about special districts 
without a focus on New York as it would be to discuss the steel indus
try and ignore Pittsburgh and Chicago. The New York City Planning 
Commission, these last ten years, has been cranking out special 
districts as though they could be used to redeem anemic municipal 
bonds.

In 1975, New York City instituted an elaborate Uniform Land Use 
Review Procedure (ULURP), officially incorporating the demand for 
greater citizen participation through the fifty-nine Community Boards. 
Despite this and other more recent reforms, including a new charter 
and land use planning system beginning in 1990, zoning in New York 
continues to be extremely contentious. Yet each new compromise 
from 1916 forward has had the essential backing of key corporate and 
development interests. Zoning has also become increasingly interven
tionist, adding more layers of complexity to address urban physical 
problems and conflicts that threaten quality of life, economic stability, 
and property values. Most contradictory. New York has evolved as an 
innovative leader in urban planning and zoning, yet with a set of prob-
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lems substantially different from most other cities. The extremely 
high levels of population and building density, especially in Manhat
tan, have required a greater degree of real estate market intervention 
in order to maintain an adequately functioning metropolis.

Since the 1960s, the "Manhattanization" of central business dis
tricts has been an explicit urban planning and economic development 
policy goal, in many cases the main purpose of large-scale urban rede
velopment and renewal projects. Density, intervention, and political 
controversies about the impacts of downtown commercial develop
ment that were pioneered in New York City are being repeated across 
urban America, and new experiments with sophisticated and complex 
downtown zoning regulations have spread to numerous cities coast to 
coast, from Boston and Hartford to San Francisco and Seattle. As 
these planning debates unfold, interest in the origins of zoning for the 
modem corporate-commercial city leads one back to the New York 
law of 1916 and its implementation during the real estate boom and 
bust of the 1920s and 1930s.
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The Regional Plan
and the Transformation
of the Industrial Metropolis

Robert Fishman

In ten weighty volumes of maps, surveys, statistics, detailed architec
tural drawings, and earnest prose, the Regional Plan of New York and 
its Environs (1929-1931) presented itself to the world as the sober 
product of practical economics, rigorous social science, and disciplined 
planning theory.^ Funded by more than a million 1920s dollars from 
the Russell Sage Foundation, the plan remains the most thorough and 
ambitious single project in the history of American planning. Yet, at 
the heart of this massive effort was a vision of an ideal twentieth 
century metropolis that was as much an "urban utopia" as the con
temporary plans of Frank Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier.^

The future that the plan proposed for the New; York region in the 
years from 1929 to 1965 was summed up in the word "recentraliza
tion." In the 1960s as in the 1920s, Manhattan would remain the 
region's vital center. Easily accessible by an upgraded and expanded 
mass transit system from even the remotest corners of the "environs," 
Manhattan's centrality as the nation's financial, corporate, and cul
tural capital would be enhanced by purging the island of its slums, 
industrial sites, and other "inappropriate uses." The ground thus 
gained would be used for art deco towers and luxury apartment blocks. 
Manhattan would be rebuilt as the world's ultimate "downtown."

At the same time, the planners were convinced that the New York 
region's economic well-being rested ultimately on maintaining its sta
tus as the nation's premier industrial region. As Thomas Adams, gen
eral director of the plan, expressed it:
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The leading forces that create great cities have been seen to be their 
industries and means of communication. The efficiency of industry 
and of the transportation that ministers to it, lies at the root of 
prosperity in the city. All else is secondary from an economic point 
of view.^

In eight wonderfully detailed volumes of the Regional Survey, the 
planners studied specific industries and their needs. They concluded 
that the region's industrial health could be sustained only by a massive 
and coordinated effort to improve the infrastructure in what was 
termed the "industrial zone," that is, the outer boroughs and New 
Jersey within a twenty-mile radius of lower Manhattan.

In precisely those industrial/working-class areas that would in fact 
by 1965 become tragic loci of decay and deindustrialization, the plan 
called for massive investments in new rail and mass transit lines, 
highways, and shipping piers. The industrial zone would thus enjoy 
the most efficient and best-coordinated rail and shipping network in 
the world, a network specifically adapted to the needs of small manu
facturers that the plan regarded as the key to the region's prosperity. 
Manufacturing would be encouraged to relocate to the industrial zone 
from congested areas in Manhattan—in 1922, as the planners learned, 
more than 420,000 workers were still employed in factories located in 
Manhattan south of Fifty-ninth Street‘s—and in these new locations 
industry would be freed from Manhattan's congestion while enjoying 
even better access to the region's wealth of labor and markets. The 
plan thus envisioned the gentrification of Manhattan and the reindus
trialization of the region as a single coordinated project.

Population in the twenty-two counties in three states, which the 
plan defined as "New York and its environs," was predicted to double 
from 10 million people in 1929 to 21 million in 1965. (In fact the 
region's population in 1965 was 17.4 million.) Nevertheless, sprawl 
would be discouraged by mass transit facilities that would keep not 
only workers' housing but also most middle-class housing within the 
core and industrial zone. Beyond the twenty-mile radius of the indus
trial zone, land not previously developed was mostly reserved for agri
culture, private estates, or recreational facilities. Even after population 
had exceeded 20 million, three-quarters of the region's 5,500 square 
miles would be preserved as undeveloped farm or park land.^

The Regional Plan was the last embodiment of a specter that had 
been haunting American reformers since the 1890s: the progressive 
city. The plan's most profoxmd influence was its detailed embodiment 
of a metropolitan landscape where, in Walter Lippmarm's terminology.
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Figure 5.1 The Three Zones. Source: The Regional Survey, vol. 1, “Major 
Economic Factors."

“mastery" had replaced "drift." By uniting the region's technical, fi
nancial, and philanthropic elite around a set of detailed proposals, the 
plan would constitute the equivalent of a regional government. The 
plan was thus addressed to those who had taken up Lippmann's chal
lenge to transcend localism and to devise "administrative methods 
whereby the great resources of the country can be operated by some 
thought-out plan."®

Indeed, so many of the plan's proposals were later built by Robert 
Moses or by the Port Authority that some scholars have suggested that

108

THE REGIONAL PLAN AND TRANSFORMATION OF THE INDUSTRIAL METROPOLIS

these titans were in fact merely carrying out the plan's purposes. In 
this view the plan and its backers constituted New York's original 
"growth coalition" that has guided the region's development since 
the 1920s.^ This interpretation, however, overlooks the fundamental 
divergence between the plan's overall program for the region (espe
cially its careful balance between rail and auto transportation) and the 
aims of those who selectively adopted some of its recommendations 
in a very different context.

For example, the Regional Plan Association (the successor group to 
the Committee on the Regional Plan) has recently taken credit for 
its 1920s advocacy of a Narrows crossing between Staten Island and 
Brooklyn, a crossing that was finally achieved in 1964 by Robert 
Moses' Triborough Bridge Authority and the Port Authority as the 
Verrazano-Narrows Bridge. But the plan's original proposal was for a 
freight-rail subway tunnel that would be a key link in an ambitious 
program to revitalize both rail and mass transit in the region.* The 
Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, when built, served automobile and truck 
traffic only, and facilities for a subway link were carefully and con
sciously excluded.®

This points to a fundamental paradox in the plan's influence. The 
"landscape of modernity" that the plan proposed was still organized 
around a vision of a tightly centralized industrial metropolis based 
on rail transportation. Nevertheless, the specific proposals that were 
actually implemented were almost all highway projects, usually mag
nified in scale and purged of their rail and mass transit components. 
This selective implementation promoted an automobile-based subur
banization, and helped to create the conditions for the neglect and 
abandonment of the "industrial zone."

In the 1920s, the plan had indeed united a remarkably broad coali
tion of business leaders, politicians, and philanthropists around a de
tailed program for New York's future as a rail-based centralized indus
trial metropolis. Such people are usually regarded as powerful. Why 
then did the region develop along quite different lines, and what does 
this tell us about the real forces that created New York's "landscape 
of modernity"?

Like every vision that looks to the future, the Regional Plan had its 
roots firmly planted in the conditions and concerns of the recent past. 
It can trace its lineage back directly to the locus classicus of progres
sive city planning: Daniel H. Burnham and his protege Edward H. 
Bennett's "Plan of Chicago" (1909).^° Charles Dyer Norton, the inspi
ration and driving force behind the New York plan, had begun his 
business career in Chicago. As president first of the Merchant's Club 
and then the Commercial Club of Chicago, he had been instrumental
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in persuading Burnham to undertake the project and had also been 
invaluable in raising money to finance it through contributions from 
the city's business elite. Although the New York plan eventually 
"out-Burnhamed Burnham" in its scale and ambition, the Chicago 
plan set the ideological parameters within which the New Yorkers 
later functioned. “

Burnham understood that the modern centralized city required mas
sive coordination to achieve an efficient infrastructure and to create 
the boulevards and the great urban monuments he believed a great 
metropolis required. With Haussmann's Paris as his inspiration, Burn
ham in effect posed the question: How to achieve a Haussmann-like 
control over the great city and its hinterland without a prefect of Chi
cago? And without an authoritarian state to back up the prefect?

Burnham's answer was to create, outside of all political or corporate 
frameworks, a comprehensive plan that would spell out all the neces
sary forms of coordination and investment for the region. This plan 
would then gain the general support of the urban business elite. 
Through them it would be publicized and praised in newspapers; its 
images would become familiar to citizens; it would even be taught in 
the schools. A general consensus, achieved outside the usual political 
channels, would mold the actions both of elected politicians and of 
corporate leaders. In this way the design would set the agenda for 
massive, harmonious rebuilding. The plan itself would be the substi
tute for the absent prefect. This, for Burnham, was "Democracy.

Charles Dyer Norton brought Burnham's vision to New York when, 
after service in the Taft administration, Norton was called to Wall 
Street in 1911 to be vice-president (and later president) of the First 
National City Bank. In early 1914, reform Mayor John Purroy Mitchel 
appointed Norton a member of the "Advisory Committee on City 
Plan," formed to continue the work of the Heights of Buildings Com
mission, whose 1913 recommendations would result in the pioneer
ing zoning resolution of 1916. The Heights of Buildings Commission 
had concluded that specific problems raised by influential business 
groups—most notably the Fifth Avenue merchants' complaints about 
the "invasion" of their elite shopping street by garment workers' 
lofts—could be solved only by citywide zoning districts and a citywide 
plan. Norton, in Burnham's spirit, came to see that even the best New 
York City zoning plan could not deal adequately with issues of popula
tion and industrial distribution that necessarily touched the whole 
region.

As an outsider to the complex mosaic of New York politics, Norton 
turned instinctively to a Burnham-style regional plan that would tran
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scend all local political boundaries, address fundamental concerns of 
urban form, and set the agenda for reordering the world's largest and 
richest metropolitan region.

From City Hall a circle must be swung which will include the Atlan
tic Highlands and Princeton,- the lovely Jersey Hills back of Morris
town and Tuxedo; the incomparable Hudson as far as Newburgh; 
the Westchester lakes and ridges, to Bridgeport and beyond, and all 
of Long Island.*'*

He concluded, "Let some Daniel H. Burnham do for this immense 
community what Burnham did for Chicago and its environs... ."*^ But, 
as Norton soon realized, the New York elite was far too fragmented for 
there to be an equivalent of the Commercial Club of Chicago, and the 
planning itself was already too professionalized for there to be the 
equivalent of a Daniel Burnham.*® Norton turned from business clubs 
to prestigious foundations as a source of funding, and began to assem
ble an authoritative team of experts to substitute for the authority of 
a charismatic individual. The Russell Sage Foundation, already known 
for underwriting the Pittsburgh social survey (1907) and for building 
the model commimity of Forest Hills Gardens in Queens (1911), agreed 
in 1921 to fund the project.*''

After Norton died in 1923, his position as chairman was filled by his 
old Chicago colleague Frederic Delano, a consulting engineer. Federal 
Reserve Board commissioner, and former railway executive. A team 
of social scientists under the direction of Columbia economist Robert 
Haig was ready to begin an elaborate social and economic survey of 
the New York region on which the plan was to be based. Meanwhile, a 
distinguished group of planners, which included Harlan Bartholomew, 
Edward H. Bennett, George B. Ford, John Nolen, and Frederick Law 
Olmsted, Jr., was already formulating proposals for various parts of 
the region. Overall coordination was in the hands of Thomas Adams, 
once an enthusiastic disciple of Ebenezer Howard and the Garden 
City movement and now a bland proponent of "practical," business- 
oriented planning.*®

The plan began from the same problem which had concerned the 
members of the "Advisory Committee on City Plan": how to free 
Manhattan from "inappropriate" industrial uses, while retaining for 
the region the vitality of Manhattan's industrial base. As the plan's 
economists soon realized. New York's prosperity depended not on 
large mass-production industries or on corporate or financial employ
ers but on the multitude of small businesses who derived unique ad-
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vantages from the very congestion of the region:

. . . the area is the paradise of the small manufacturer. The average 
number of employees per factory in the United States is 43, here it 
is a little over two-thirds of that number. In many lines of industry 
a small firm may conduct a national business without the owner 
traveling more than a few blocks in any direction. Supplies, related 
industries, financing, space in lofts or old buildings, labor at the door, 
styles or ideas, all in the very locality, and buyers who come regu
larly from all over the country at not distant hotels, all make it 
possible for the small fellow to exist.

These small manufacturers, however, were forced to pay high rents 
for cramped space in congested streets in the older manufacturing dis
tricts or move to the outskirts where access to wholesale markets, 
transportation, and labor was slow and uncertain. Under these circum
stances many manufacturers were tempted to leave the region en
tirely.

The Regional Plan's answer to this dilemma was termed, in one of 
Thomas Adams' characteristically woolly phrases, "diffused recen
tralization.This meant a coordinated effort to "diffuse" manu
facturing out of Manhattan and then to recentralize it in specially 
planned districts in Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and New Jersey. 
Although these districts would be miles rather than blocks away from 
Manhattan's wholesale markets, the rail links to Manhattan would be 
so efficient that little convenience would be lost. Moreover, the new 
districts would have room for expansion, and far better freight con
nections to national and world markets. With improved mass transit, 
employees from throughout the region could reach their jobs more 
quickly than before.

The key to this scheme was rail transportation. The plan was fortu
nate to find a visionary engineer whose ideas exactly met their needs. 
This was William J. Wilgus, best known as the engineer who created 
the city's masterpiece of railroad engineering, the Grand Central Ter- 
minal.^^ Wilgus possessed not only the progressive zeal for order and 
efficiency, but also a superb technical understanding of how a coordi
nated system of electrically driven rail transportation could unify a 
vast centralized region. The same imagination he applied to creating 
the intricate multilayered structure of Grand Central he now applied 
on a regional scale. If the plan represents an alternative future for New 
York, then William Wilgus was surely its alternative Robert Moses.

As early as 1908 Wilgus had begun to concern himself with the 
rationalizing of the region's freight network. The great port which had
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given birth to the city was now proving to be an even greater barrier 
to the region's communications. Almost all freight entering or leaving 
the region had to be unloaded at least once at chaotic docks, put aboard 
car ferries or lighters, floated across the congested waters of the harbor 
and then unloaded again at one of the terminals of the twelve trunk
line railroads that served the region. The terminals on the New Jersey 
side of the Hudson were a nightmare of chaos, congestion, and delay; 
those on the Manhattan side were worse. During World War I, the 
system virtually collapsed, crippling the whole American war effort.

The particular genius of Wilgus' plan was to transform a seemingly 
intractable situation into so logical and well-organized a transporta
tion system that it not only solved the problems of freight congestion 
but also gave tremendous advantages to manufacturing within the re
gion. Wilgus proposed two concentric rail beltways around the region. 
An "Outer Belt Line" would cut congestion by enabling freight bound 
for outside the region to bypass the core; a complex "Inner Belt Line" 
requiring new bridges and tuimels would carry rail freight efficiently 
around the heart of the region without the need for cross-harbor flota
tions. The inner loop, moreover, would be operated cooperatively by 
all the railroads that would direct freight along the most cost-effective 
routes, not the ones that gave them the maximum profit. As a good 
progressive, Wilgus believed that a more efficient and rational system 
would serve the best interests of both the railroads and the region as 
a whole.^^

In the Regional Plan the "industrial zone" is defined by the inner 
belt line, especially by those areas where rail transportation could be 
coordinated with piers for ocean-going shipping. The zone includes 
both manufacturing sites and separate-but-adjacent residential dis
tricts, because the planners assumed that most working-class and 
lower-middle-class families would continue to live in relatively high 
densities close to their work. The plan envisioned small manufactur
ers clustering in the Bronx, Queens, and Brooklyn. Large-scale industry 
would favor New Jersey with its more direct access to the rest of 
the country. The plan proposed a grandiose "industrial city" for the 
Hackensack Meadowlands which would combine expansive sites for 
large plants with all the advantages of a site only five miles from 
midtown Manhattan.^^

Wilgus, moreover, did not neglect rapid transit for people. Once 
again he cut through the welter of competing private companies and 
public authorities by advocating a single public authority to operate 
all rapid transit in the region. Operations would be financed not only 
by fares but also by property taxes and general tax revenues. Com
muter trains and subways would share the new facilities of the inner
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Figure 5.2 The Wilgus Plan for Rail Beltways. Source: The Regional Survey, 
vol. 4, "Transit and Transportation."
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and outer belts, and new branch lines would be built to handle the 
region's expanding population. The system would not only bring work
ers to their jobs in the industrial zone but would also vastly improve 
service into Manhattan.

Such improvements would be vitally necessary, for the plan foresaw 
Manhattan not only retaining but augmenting as well its cultural and 
commercial dominance over the rest of the region. The plan was con
ceived when Manhattan was at its peak as the office, shopping, enter
tainment, and even manufacturing center for the region. A survey 
taken in 1924 found that 2.2 million people entered Manhattan on a 
typical business day—23 percent of the population of the whole re
gion. When, on such a typical day, one combined those residing in 
Manhattan south of Fifty-ninth Street with those who worked or vis
ited there, the total came to 2.9 million people, or 30 percent of the 
region's total population.^'* These staggering numbers included points 
of especially intense congestion, such as the 175,000 people who 
worked in the garment center,or the 44 legitimate theaters with 
56,000 seats located within a 1,000-foot radius of the comer of Broad
way and Forty-second Street.^

Far from challenging this degree of concentration, the plan argued 
that such numbers would at least double by 1965 as the population of 
the region doubled. They believed that office and other service employ
ment would more than compensate for lost manufacturing jobs, and 
they tried to ensure that Manhattan would maintain its supremacy as 
the retailing and entertainment center for the region. By 1965, they 
predicted, 4.5 million people would enter Manhattan each business 
day and 7 million residents, commuters, and visitors would be found 
each workday between the Battery and Fifty-ninth Street.

Wilgus' mass transit system was specifically designed to handle 
such unprecedented crowds. Commuter trains or subways would 
travel on all the new links of the inner and outer belt lines as well as 
on many other new branch lines. For example, the rail tunnel from 
Hoboken to Fifty-ninth Street in Manhattan would also carry commu
ters to a new passenger terminal on Fifty-ninth Street. Within Manhat
tan, the elevated lines would be replaced by new subway lines, and 
these lines would carry not only subway traffic but also suburban 
trains to deliver commuters as close as possible to their destinations.^®

To save Manhattan from self-suffocation, the planners argued that 
skyscrapers should not be allowed to cluster together as they had in 
the financial district or midtown, but must be spaced out at regular 
intervals to prevent crowds from overwhelming the facilities at any 
given point. More imaginatively, they proposed to separate pedestrians
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and shops from street traffic by a network of second-story arcades— 
skyways, in current terminology. While pedestrians moved unimpeded 
above, crosstown streets would tunnel under north-south avenues, 
permitting a continuous traffic flow. Taxis or trucks wishing to unload 
would pull into parking areas under the arcades, allowing traffic to 
flow unimpeded.^^ Meanwhile, as the garment lofts, the kosher slaugh
ter houses, and other “inappropriate" uses left the island to be replaced 
by financial and corporate services, Manhattan would emerge as the 
world's ultimate downtown, a region of modern office towers and lux
ury apartments for the elite, and a mecca of shopping and entertain
ment to draw the masses from around the region.

In contrast to these massive development plans for both the core 
and the inner industrial zone, the planners were most concerned in 
the outer zone to maintain the quiet and open space that was already 
there. The plan was deeply hostile to any "mass suburbanization" that 
might have lured the working and lower middle classes from their 
"natural" position in the industrial zone. The plan's section on hous
ing is filled with accounts of failed "premature" subdivisions that at
tempted that strategy. The planners were especially concerned about 
subdivisions that "invaded" territory they had reserved for upper-class 
estates. Thomas Adams distinguished sharply between "the erection 
of houses for well-to-do people on plots of an acre or more"—this 
he regarded as "a most desirable form of development"—and "the 
subdivision of country estates into small lots for the erection of small 
houses. . . ." The latter was "unwholesome and uneconomic" because 
it led to "wasteful and disorderly spreading of houses, [which] is one 
of the primary causes of the worst evils of city growth."^® Thus, each 
of the three zones in the plan would retain its distinct identity: the 
still rural quiet of the outer zone; the productive bustle of the inner 
industrial zone; and, in the core, a sleek art deco wonderland.

We must now resist the temptation to linger further on the details 
of the plan and attempt instead to deal with its fate—that is, with the 
powers that really determined the future of the region. Although the 
plan certainly called for large expenditures, one caimot doubt its prac
ticality on those grounds alone. By 1965 the region had expended far 
greater sums on other goals. Nor could the plaimers be accused of 
harboring impractical social goals. Indeed, they were so close to the 
views of business leaders that Lewis Mumford could charge that the 
plan was

conceived first of all in terms which would meet the interests and
prejudices of the existing financial mlers: indeed ... its aim, from
the beginning, was as much human welfare and amenity as could be
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Figure 5.3 The Sleek Art Deco Wonderland: The Proposed Chrystie-Forsyth 
Parkway for a Rebuilt Lower East Side. Source: Regional Plan, vol. 2, "Build
ing the City."
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obtained without altering any of the political and business institu
tions which have made the city precisely what it is.^'

Mumford was certainly right that the makers of the plan were more 
than willing to allow an elite consensus to substitute for democratic 
decision making. But he and the makers of the Regional Plan were 
both mistaken to believe that any such consensus existed. Ironically, 
the crucial opposition to the plan would come not from parochial 
political bosses or "the masses" hut from among the "financial rulers" 
who refused to play their part in the civic harmony the plan proposed. 
As we shall see, the railroads had perhaps the most to gain in the long 
run from implementation of the plan, yet they used their veto powers 
to block its progress. At the same time, other "financial rulers" deeply 
involved in suburban land speculation and home financing sought to 
profit from developments that profoundly altered "the political and 
business institutions which have made the city precisely what it is."

The plan's reception revealed the limitations of "the Burnham 
Method" for controlling regional development, and with it the weak
nesses in progressive thought of the late 1920s. Its proponents saw so 
clearly the vital need for order and coordination, but their reliance on 
elite consensus and the authority of social science left them with no 
real power to discipline those organizations who through greed or iner
tia were "out of control." There is an element of pathos in Wilgus' 
declaration that

In some way the diverse elements in our midst, comprising as they 
do twelve trunk lines, three major and several minor traction sys
tems, a variety of trucking interests, many water carriers, four hun
dred organized communities, three states and the nation, must be 
brought into harmony for the common purpose. Self-preservation 
demands it.®^

The inability of the Regional Plan to pursue "the common purpose" 
was mirrored at the national level where Herbert Hoover's hopes to 
harmonize the national economy through the voluntary actions of 
trade associations would lead to a far worse case of disorder. The future 
lay with those more willing and able to grasp directly the levers of 
state power.^^

The real test of the Regional Plan came in the attempts to imple
ment the restmcturing of the rail network. Not only was this restruc
turing a necessity if recentralization were to succeed, but success 
would provide a vital example of regional cooperation. Despite the 
difficulty of the task, the planners were in a strong position because
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their efforts were being advanced by an agency that not only shared 
the plan's progressive agenda but also possessed real governmental 
powers, the Port of New York Authority.^'* Unfortunately, a plan for 
railroad reorganization required the cooperation of the region's rail
roads. The twelve trunk-line railroads achieved a rare level of agree
ment through their concerted refusal to cooperate with the Port Au
thority. Their opposition effectively vetoed not only the inner loop 
but also the whole revitalization of transportation for the inner zone 
that Wilgus and the Regional Plan sought. As Wilgus had feared, the 
habits of competition through exclusive use of terminal facilities out
weighed for the railroads all the benefits of a rational plan.^^

Unable to overcome the railroads' opposition, the Port Authority 
in the mid-1920s made a cmcial decision to abandon its initial rail 
orientation and to concentrate on providing bridges and tunnels for 
automobiles. The Port Authority's projects, moreover, were only one 
part of an uncoordinated but ultimately revolutionary program of road 
and bridge building undertaken by the highway departments of the 
three states and by other special authorities, most notably Robert Mo
ses' Triborough Bridge Authority. The result was a massive tilt toward 
the automobile and the tmck in the regional transportation system.

Ironically, one source for major highway projects was the Regional 
Plan itself, which had undertaken as part of its work to identify major 
traffic bottlenecks and to compile proposals for new roads for the re
gion. Perhaps most importantly, the plan through its "Graphic Sur
vey" maps propagated the ideal of a coordinated, comprehensive 
regional highway network. Nevertheless, this highway network was 
always intended to be subordinate to a centralized rail system that 
would continue to define the region. The plan's highway emphasis fell 
on creating a "metropolitan loop highway" that would for most of its 
length mn adjacent to Wilgus' rail loop, a telling indication that the 
planners still saw highways as subordinate to rails. Many roads later 
built as superhighways appear on the plan's maps as boulevards or as 
joint highway/rail facilities. For example, the plan advocated the 
178th Street (George Washington) Bridge both as a highway coimection 
and—on a separate rail deck—as a link in the inner rail belt to carry 
both passengers and freight.^®

The authors of the plan saw only dimly the impetus that the auto
mobile would give toward decentralization. We can now perceive 
clearly that whereas rail systems favor locations close to the regional 
hub where rail lines converge—that is, the plan's industrial zone— 
highways turn previously inconvenient areas in the "outlying region" 
into better sites than the congested core. As the case of New York 
illustrates, this fateful shift from rail to highway was not a case of
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Figure 5.4 Proposal for Regional Highway Routes. Source: The Regional 
Plan, vol. 1, "The Graphic Regional Plan."

an outmoded technology being replaced by a more efficient, modem 
technology. Wilgus' plan demonstrates that rail technology had poten
tial at least as great as the innovations that created the superhighways.

The great strength of the highway system was that where the rail 
system was controlled by private corporations whose stmcture and 
ethos were inherited from the nineteenth century, roads were con- 
stmcted under newly organized public or quasi-public authorities. The 
former could draw directly on the public purse; the latter could act
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entrepreneurially to combine public funds with private loans. Under 
a buccaneer like Robert Moses or a powerful bureaucracy like the 
Port Authority, the quasi-public agency secured virtual freedom from 
public control. Highway technology was thus pushed to its limits, 
while the possibilities for rail transportation remained unfulfilled.

The great weakness of the rail system was its bondage to increas
ingly sclerotic organizations that felt neither the necessity nor the 
promise of breaking ingrained patterns of competitive behavior to act 
cooperatively. They and the public mass transit agencies were incapa
ble of the level of urbanistic thinking displayed in the Wilgus plan. 
Ironically, the harmony that Wilgus sought was finally found only in 
the "grave" of a universal bankmptcy that saw all of the region's 
freight railroads merged into Conrail in the 1970s. By then the inner 
industrial zone was in mins. Thus, the railroads slowly strangled the 
centralized industrial metropolis as unconsciously as they had created 
it.

If the failure of the rail network was the Regional Plan's first great 
miscalculation, the second was surely the plan's belief that most resi
dents would be content to live in high-density neighborhoods close to 
their work. The planners' class bias is evident here, but so is their 
misunderstanding of the economics of suburbanization. Despite their 
elaborate surveys, they completely failed to appreciate the depth and 
breadth of the appeal of the single family suburban house. More impor
tantly, they failed to understand the powerful forces that had assem
bled to make this aspiration a reality.

The twenties, the decade of the Regional Plan, also saw a cmcial 
shift in the resources of large financial institutions toward home mort
gages. As industrial corporations began to finance their own operations 
through retained earnings, the banking system sought new customers 
for its funds among lot and home purchasers. The suburban developer 
functioned as a kind of middleman for the banks, arranging for mort
gages for his customers which he immediately sold at a discount to 
large institutions. These mortgages were still the short-term balloon 
mortgages or high-interest second mortgages whose inadequacy led 
directly to disaster during the Great Depression. Nevertheless, the 
twenties opened that crucial pipeline between "the financial rulers" 
and the individual homebuyer that would fuel the suburban housing 
revolution.^^

The collapse of the homebuilding industry in the 1930s offered a 
brief, tantalizing hope that the future might match the Regional Plan. 
As Gail Radford has shown, housing reformers within the New Deal 
sought to direct capital away from suburban housing and the private 
mortgage market toward nonprofit or limited-profit corporations that
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would build cooperative rental housing either in blighted areas within 
the cities or in New Towns safely beyond them.®® Such a shift would 
have favored the goals of the Regional Plan; indeed, the plan published 
in 1933 a slim volume on The Rebuilding of Blighted Areas with 
detailed plans for extensive new construction throughout the indus
trial zone. ^ Despite these hopes, the New Deal followed its usual 
course of propping up and rationalizing the failed structures of the 
1920s. The National Housing Act of 1934 set up the Federal Housing 
Administration and a network of savings-and-loan institutions that 
could draw mortgage money both from small savers and from large 
institutions. A far more reliable pipeline was now in place to advance 
the building of suburban homes and the decentralization of the urban 
population.''^

In this context, we can now appreciate the irony of the famous 
controversy in 1932 between Lewis Mumford and Thomas Adams over 
the Regional Plan. Mumford charged that Adams and the plan had sold 
out to real estate interests by advocating high population densities 
(and thus high land values) in the core and industrial zone. But Mum
ford shared Adams' concern to limit the spread of the metropolis and 
to maintain the open character of the outer zone. For Mumford (follow
ing Raymond Unwin and Adams' old mentor Ebenezer Howard) the 
solution was first to establish a greenbelt around the built-up areas of 
the metropolis to stop suburban sprawl, and then to decongest the 
urban areas by moving people and industry to compact New Towns 
in the outer zone. These New Towns, for which a prototype existed 
at Radburn, New Jersey, would be carefully planned and distributed 
to maintain the area's rural character. In fact, the industrial zone 
would indeed be decongested, but by a method Mumford opposed as 
vehemently as Adams: the tide of "spread city" suburbanization that 
would eventually engulf not only Radburn but so much of the outer 
zone.'"

The shift from rail to highway and the revitalization of suburban 
housing thus each contradicted the basic assumptions of the Regional 
Plan. Moreover, the two functioned together as strongly interacting 
forces that together gave momentum to decentralization. Firms were 
pushed out of the old industrial zone by congestion and deteriorating 
rail service at the same time that they were drawn to the periphery by 
cheap land for expansion, by better roads for trucking, and by a work 
force now itself moving to the suburbs. As more jobs moved, the mar
ket for suburban housing was strengthened. The dream of a dense, 
efficient, prosperous industrial zone as the heart of a recentralized 
region was lost.

In 1942, the Regional Plan Association published a short report iron
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ically entitled From Plan to RealityDespite the title, this and other 
reports showed that whereas the region's population had grown 26 
percent since 1925, its built-up areas had increased 56 percent. Twelve 
million people in 1940 occupied almost as large an area as the plan 
had forecast for a population of twenty-one million in 1965. More
over, one could see trouble ahead in significant population declines not 
only for Manhattan but also for such prime industrial zone locations 
as Jersey City and Newark. David Johnson, the Regional Plan's most 
thorou^ and sympathetic historian, concludes that by 1941 the plan 
was obsolete.''^ One might go further and argue that by 1941 the cen
tralized industrial metropolis was itself obsolete.
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Fiorello H. LaGuardia 
and the Challenge 
of Democratic Planning

Thomas Kessner

The Depression of the 1930s put an abrupt end to national dreams of 
permanent prosperity, confronting the United States with an eco
nomic catastrophe of surpassing proportions and throwing New York 
City into fiscal turmoil. At the same time, precisely because this was 
an emergency that the federal government could not ignore for long, 
the Depression initiated an era of federal involvement in relief, public 
works, and economic planning that made possible a wide-reaching 
transformation for the aging industrial metropolis.

Depression acquainted New Yorkers with bank failures, industrial 
meltdown, curbside apple sellers, bread lines (what Heywood Broun 
called the "worm that walks like a man"), and hopelessness. So deep 
was the gloom, the sense of worse times impending, that working 
people applied for assistance in anticipation of unemployment. "I wish 
there were war again," a jobless worker told Louis Adamic. And na
tives from the Cameroons sent a contribution of $3.77 to feed "the 
starving" of New York.*

With relief expenses soaring and tax collections plummeting, the 
city budget fell into deep arrears. Jimmy Walker's insouciant mini
malist government had been enough in the twenties, when New York
ers were satisfied with a stylish mayor who went about the business 
of serving Tammany faithfully. But bad times required leadership to 
help the growing number of needy, and to secure a shaky public order. 
In the face of fiscal disaster, a style of governing designed to "make 
good Democrats" was overmatched.
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Mayor Jimmy Walker recognized as much, going hat in hand to the 
hankers, who allowed themselves to be persuaded to help the city 
stave off bankruptcy—for a good price. A humiliating "bankers' agree
ment" ceded control over city finances to its creditors. The bankers 
dictated new taxes and secured a veto over spending; tax revenues 
were expressly committed to paying off loans before meeting any other 
obligations; and the city placed $50 million in escrow in the event 
that tax revenues proved insufficient. The city would be able to pay 
back its loans; left unanswered, however, was how the city would be 
able to continue to operate.^

City governments are not reshaped in good times. When the free 
market provides jobs and basic services for the large majority, insur
gent candidates find it hard to sell the electorate on reform. In 1929, 
Congressman Fiorello LaGuardia ran for mayor after a career as an 
outspoken critic of unregulated profit-motive economics and pinch- 
penny social policy. The incumbent Jimmy Walker defeated him by 
the largest margin in the city's history. LaGuardia's strident charges 
of corruption and insistence on reform threatened to make a serious 
thing of government. In 1929, New Yorkers still preferred Beau James 
and unregulated good times.^

New York's 322 square miles represented perhaps the most densely 
packed and complexly divided cityscape in the world. Commerce, in
dustry, and a surging residential population competed for limited 
space. Growing in a relentlessly uncharted fashion, the city's business 
districts projected a titanic quality. The 56-story Chanin Building and 
the 77-story Chrysler, both completed in 1929, prepared the midtown 
skyline for the 102-story Empire State Building. While these soaring 
masterpieces, built upon private initiative, had profoundly public ef
fects, their developers were assigned no larger responsibility for the 
congestion and safety problems that they brought on than meeting 
minimal zoning requirements.

Unlimited skyscraper construction was just one symbol of New 
York's unguided growth, of a metropolis lacking the municipal will 
and public intelligence to shape its own evolution. Here was a world- 
class city where no mayor or public official conceived of a master plan 
or even thought in such terms. Lineaments for future growth were 
instead proposed by the privately organized Regional Plan Association 
of New York (RPA) and paid for by the Russell Sage Foundation.*

Throughout the 1920s, this group carried out a study of the New 
York metropolitan region, publishing its agenda for growth and orches
trated development in a ten-volume "Plan for the New York Region 
and Its Environs." This pioneering document outlined a comprehen
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sive policy to protect harbors, zone industrial use, and organize re
gional transportation and recreational space with some concern for 
civic beauty and aesthetic grace. Published between 1929 and 1931, 
the plan was presented to the public at a time when the city was 
perched on the edge of fiscal collapse. The comprehensive reconstruc
tion of its infrastructure seemed like the last thing that it could under
take amidst the immediate crisis of unemployment and widespread 
immiserization. In addition to money, the task demanded creativity, 
imagination, and a large conception of public responsibility; and all 
New York had was Jimmy Walker and his band of bossed aldermen.

Beset by economic crisis and political paralysis. New Yorkers were 
further sturmed by the Seabury investigations, which disclosed how 
extensively the bosses had corrupted the city. The genial practitioners 
of honest graft had focused their limited political intelligence and 
imagination on "seein' my opportunities and takin' 'em," on sacking 
the mxmicipality they had been pledged to serve. Little wonder that 
they had failed to develop a government appropriate to New York's 
size and complexity. Jimmy Walker's New York was not merely cor- 
mpt, it lacked the freshness and vision with which to meet the chal
lenge of modem times.®

The Seabury inquiries forced Walker from office on September 1, 
1932, and the following year Fiorello LaGuardia, who had been retired 
from Congress in the New Deal landslide in 1932, was elected as New 
York's ninety-ninth mayor on a Fusion ticket. Written history has 
often overplayed the impact of individuals on large forces. Yet, it is 
difficult to write the history of modem New York without paying 
proper attention to the role of Fiorello LaGuardia. Before LaGuardia, 
the city was mn by mayors who conceived of their jobs in the narrow
est terms possible. They played politics with relief, ran a cormpt and 
wasteful municipal shop, and, even in these days of generous federal 
grants, were frozen out of competition for Washington's dollars. There 
was just no assurance that they would make honest and efficient use 
of the funds.®

Jimmy Walker and his successors Joe McKee and John O'Brien saw 
the Depression as calamity; LaGuardia saw it as an opportunity for 
himself and for the municipality that he aimed to serve. For all the 
money and thinking that went into the RPA's plans and for all the 
effect that the Port Authority had, it was LaGuardia and his three 
administrations that remade New York in its modem image. Max We
ber wrote that the art of politics is the "knowledge of influencing 
men ... of holding in one's hands a nerve fiber of historically impor
tant events." The larger stmctural forces prepared New York for its
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modem era, but it was LaGuardia who lifted the city's politics to new 
levels of possibility by marshaling the political will and intelligence 
to confront the critical public issues of the time/

LaGuardia broke with the past to lay out a new agenda. He brought 
into office five goals: (1) restore the city's fiscal health and win back 
its political independence from the bankers' consortium; (2) develop a 
policy of humane and financially pmdent relief; (3) clean out cormp- 
tion; (4) establish a merit-based civil service; and (5) rebuild New York 
into a modern, aesthetically pleasing, efficiently laid out city. The key 
to achieving his plans lay in a new relationship with Washington.

The crash, LaGuardia told Congress a few weeks after taking over 
City Hall, had put "every municipality to the wall," and the states 
were not able to be of much help. What Fiorello meant to do. New 
York City Chamberlain Adolf A. Berle, Jr., wrote to his friend Presi
dent Franklin Roosevelt, "is to navigate New York City into a friendly 
cooperative basis with both the state and National Administrations."®

Historically, cities had been viewed as wards of their states, and it 
was to the states that they turned for assistance. Mayors negotiated 
with governors and aldermen, not with presidents and cabinet secre
taries. But LaGuardia aimed to involve Washington. He had worked 
with the New Deal as a member of the House of Representatives, and 
public works chief Harold Ickes welcomed his election. "His career in 
Congress," Ickes wrote about LaGuardia, "shows that he has real abil
ity and high courage. ... He ought to give New York a great adminis
tration." Nonetheless, when the mayor-elect first came to Washington 
to discuss federal assistance for his strapped municipality, Ickes sent 
him home with a blunt message: "Go home and balance your budget, 
your credit is no good."®

Within its first one hundred days the new Fusion government 
pushed through an Economy Bill that trimmed the budget and pared 
down the municipal work force. As a congressman, LaGuardia had 
attacked Herbert Hoover for proposing a federal sales tax and had led 
the fight to defeat the regressive excise. But now he saw things differ
ently. Relief costs had to be placed on a pay-as-you-go basis, or they 
would jeopardize the budget with huge and unpredictable debt, making 
it impossible to secure loans or grants. So LaGuardia took Ickes' admo
nition to heart and signed into law a 2 percent sales tax.

He also put the other elements of the Fusion agenda into place, 
establishing a humane relief policy, launching a wide-ranging attack 
on corruption, and expanding the merit basis of the civil service. This 
done, he turned to his ambitious program for the federally assisted 
reconstruction of New York.

LaGuardia assembled groups of engineers, architects, and other ex
perts and put them to work planning new projects. "I want help from
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the people who know something," he told the pleased professionals, 
"rather than from the politicians." Even before he was sworn into 
office, LaGuardia presented Washington with a laundry list of propos
als for subways, bridges, airports, slum clearance, street repair, and 
public housing. Each project was carefully detailed with a firm price 
tag and a prudent projection for the use of relief labor. And each prom
ised to leave a public monument to the New Deal upon its com
pletion.

At LaGuardia's suggestion, relief czar Harry Hopkins appointed 
Wall Street attorney Travis Harvard Whitney as New York's Civil 
Works administrator. Whitney called newspaper columnist Heywood 
Broun one day soon after taking office to ask for a list of laid-off report
ers he could put to work. Broun came by Whitney's office that day, 
but said it would take some time to compile the names. "That won't 
do at all," rebuked Whitney. "You don't understand. This is a rush 
job, every day counts." Within weeks tens of thousands of the unem
ployed were put to work. After less than a month the fifty-eight-year- 
old Whitney collapsed at his desk and died. "Killed in action," wrote 
an admiring Heywood Broun. “

In Chicago, Detroit, and San Francisco, federal money went into 
useless boondoggles or to buy votes. So completely did Massachusetts 
State Treasurer Charles Hurley control Civil Works Administration 
appointments that the press referred to CWA as Charlie's Workers 
Administration. Little wonder that Hopkins and Ickes took LaGuardia 
seriously. His way of governing was different from the regular crowd. 
Within weeks of his election, LaGuardia brought home an allotment 
of 200,000 federally funded jobs, 20 percent of the entire CWA pro
gram. The new administration initiated 4,000 separate projects, rang
ing from the construction of covered municipal markets and refur
bishing of city parks to developing shelters for the homeless and 
clearing slums. Just a few weeks into Fusion, national studies de
scribed LaGuardia's management of federal projects as the most honest 
and effective in the country, and a state report concluded that "New 
York City is remarkably free from political control or infiuence."^^

Historian Bernard Fay had remarked in the twenties that New York 
was the only city wealthy enough to rebuild itself every ten years. It 
was no longer rich enough/ but LaGuardia envisioned a program of 
new bridges, airports, public housing projects, health stations, hospi
tals, and beaches that would enhance the quality of city life and pro
vide hundreds of thousands of jobs. It was the thirties, tough times, 
when most mayors were begging to get a school or a bridge, and he 
insisted that he wanted to make urban life into a "great living adven-
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ture, with playgrounds, parks, museums, libraries, and parkways," to 
match the grand aesthetic spirit of the European cities he had known 
as a youth.

"You know," LaGuardia once mused to Paul Kern, "I am in the 
position of an artist or a sculptor. ... I can see New York as it should 
be and as it can be, but now I am in the position of a man who has a 
conception that he wishes to carve or paint, who . . . hasn't a chisel 
or a brush." It was to Washington that he turned for the chisels and 
brushes, and it was to the globally renowned developer Robert Moses 
that he assigned the primary responsibility for putting these chisels 
and brushes to creative public use.^'*

To get the stormy forty-five-year-old president of the Long Island 
State Parks Commission to accept the appointment, LaGuardia con
solidated the five separate borough parks departments and placed them 
under Moses' control; he also threw in the chairmanship of the 
Triborough Bridge Authority. Once in office, Moses corralled the best 
engineers and architects and rammed his projects to successful com
pletion. A hard-bitten taskmaster who ridiculed do-gooders, Moses had 
the charmed gift of spinning the gossamer of exalted higher purpose 
over his undertakings. In less than a year, he poured 26 million federal 
dollars into the city's parks and increased their number by a third.

Years before, during the twenties. New York City had created an 
authority to negotiate a loan and build a colossal complex of four 
bridges linking together Manhattan, the Bronx, and Queens, as well 
as two East River islands. Tammany characteristically converted this 
$50 million Triborough project into a patronage trough for designing 
politicians, leading the federal government to shut off funding. With 
LaGuardia's new standing in Washington, the credit tap was reopened. 
Moses streamlined the plans, added approach roads, parkways, the East 
River Drive, vast recreation areas on Ward's and Randall's islands, and 
converted the Triborough project into New York's brood mare of pub
lic works.

Then, less than two months into the new administration, suddenly 
the federal money stopped coming, and it was put to LaGuardia that 
he would have to choose between his master builder and the president 
who held the chisels. Years before, Moses had made an enemy of 
Franklin Roosevelt, and now the president made it clear to a shaken 
LaGuardia that no more money would be available for the Triborough 
or other major projects unless he got rid of his commissioner.

Moses was an extremely gifted builder, but he came to represent 
more than that. If LaGuardia was to succeed in his ambitious plans 
for the city, he needed Washington. But he also needed to state the 
basis of the relationship, to keep the city's independence and its right
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to manage its own programs and policies. Over the next months, as 
LaGuardia painstakingly developed a scheme that satisfied Roosevelt 
while saving Moses' position, the mayor was able to achieve two 
things: He gained the personal trust and respect of the president, and 
he won a measure of control over his autocratic parks commissioner.^®

LaGuardia understood one fundamental point with regard to cities: 
The time of the self-sufficient, wholly independent city had passed. 
New York could not pay for relief, social services, and new parks 
and bridges. The money had to come from the well-financed federal 
experiments in pump priming and social welfare assistance, and 
LaGuardia managed to make his city into the New Deal's favorite 
laboratory for urban and social initiatives. "He has a confidential rela
tionship with President Roosevelt enjoyed by no Democrat," reported 
the Albany Times Union. "The doors of the White House open at his 
radiant approach, and the President is never too busy to sit down and 
have a chat with him." Roosevelt himself said of his foxy friend: "Our 
Mayor is the most appealing man I know. He comes to Washington 
and tells me a sad story. The tears run down my cheeks and tears run 
down his cheeks and the first thing I know he has wangled another 
$50 million." The CWA, WPA, and PWA alone spent more than $1.1 
billion in New York during Fusion's first five years.

None of the thousands of federal projects promised to have a broader 
effect than the movement to clear the slums and replace them with 
subsidized housing. To say today that New York was a pioneer in 
public housing recalls little of the boldness that went into this effort 
in the thirties. But in those days, the battle to clear the slums seemed 
to offer promise, not only for improving the terrible situation in these 
poor neighborhoods, but also to battle the crime, disease, and defeat 
that it produced. For a brief moment in the thirties, then, housing 
represented a different dream. Slum clearance and public housing 
would work a reform not only on the cityscape but also on its inhabit
ants, reinforcing sobriety, thrift, cleanliness, and civic virtue. It would 
reduce crime, uplift the poor, and provide jobs.

Not in that order.
Perhaps public housing deserved to be treated as a reform in its own 

right, but Depression politics dictated that the only lever for large- 
scale federal funds was the promise of creating jobs to put the unem
ployed to work. And so the housing program, like so many New Deal 
projects, developed backward out of a search for projects that would 
absorb federal money. The goal was jobs, not houses. For the moment 
this did not make much of a difference. First Houses, Williamsburg 
Houses, and Harlem Houses quickly went up, providing more than 
1,200 working-class families with new accommodations, but there
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were important long-range implications for basing a policy on the 
shifting sands of the federal relief program.^®

With its initial projects underway, the New York City Housing 
Authority turned to a long-range plan for comprehensive urban re
newal. NYCHA Chairman Langdon Post conceived a $2 billion pro
gram for a "real new deal" in slum clearance and public housing. At 
the same time, LaGuardia commissioned Nathan Straus to study the 
European public housing experience and make recommendations for 
the city.*^

Straus brought back from his travels a proposal for an even more 
far-reaching approach than Post's. He recommended that New York 
forget about rebuilding slum areas. The new projects would only be 
swallowed up by their loathsome surroundings. He advocated quaran
tining entire city sections, declaring the old housing unfit, bulldozing 
the rookeries, and replacing them with parks and playgrounds. To pre
vent the growth of other slums, he wanted strong zoning laws that 
would limit density and require adequate light, air, and space for all 
new construction. The plan called for panoramic planning and mas
sive allocations, the cost to be shared by the city and the federal 
government.^®

LaGuardia received the report, praised Straus' unstinted efforts, and 
buried it. He could not pay for new housing, and Franklin Roosevelt 
had already indicated to Post his disinterest in a program that carried 
nine figures on the bottom line and a ten-year turnaround. Instead, 
LaGuardia allowed the housing reformers their enthusiasms, exploited 
their commitments, and picked their brains; but New York's housing 
program was limited to building what it could with the chisels and 
bmshes that it got from Washington.^*

Here was the single best chance for housing reform in American 
history, but even for a Fusion administration comprehensive reform 
was out of the question. Piecemeal was better than no meal at all, 
and the best that LaGuardia could do was take the hopeful plan for 
large-scale public housing and shrink it to the politically possible: 
a few housing developments and several thousand families in better 
surroundings than they had ever dreamed possible.

But so long as only a small portion of the virtuous poor (to be ac
cepted, applicants were required to have jobs, some insurance, and at 
least a modest bank account) were rehoused, the premise of rehabilitat
ing the socially unfit through sunshine and private toilets was never 
really tested. And with the pioneering public housing program con
ceived primarily as a means for providing work relief, the entire un
dertaking was placed on the imsteady foundation of anti-Depression 
largesse.
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Langdon Post was unwilling to accept so shrunken a dream, and, 
by LaGuardia's second term, the disillusioned commissioner was 
clashing openly with PWA chief Ickes. LaGuardia, who quickly tired 
of reform commissioners defining their own agendas, accepted Post's 
resignation. When Post lamely pointed out that he had not submitted 
it and intended to stay in office until a successor was appointed, 
LaGuardia immediately swore in his press secretary. Easing himself 
away from the warm language of caring, dreaming, and hoping, 
LaGuardia was steering toward what was reasonable and could be sold 
to Washington. Housing, he said now, was too important to leave to 
the reformers; it had become a "big business proposition."^^

By 1938, Robert Moses understood just how big a business proposi
tion even a limited housing program was going to be. As alloca
tions for bridges and parkways were being cut, Moses aimed to make 
housing his new domain. First, he sought to prepare the ground by 
criticizing existing policy. Then, he began attacking the incumbent 
commissioner, sending him abusive letters about his stupidity and 
ignorance, while he peppered the mayor with memos and suggestions 
about housing policy.^^

Finally, Moses was ready. He had secretly put his own architects to 
work creating an ambitious plan for slum clearance and public hous
ing. A select audience of housing reformers, builders, realtors, and 
friendly journalists were invited to the Museum of Natural History to 
hear an address on "housing and recreation" on November 22, 1938. 
What Moses had in mind for this talk was much more. He handed 
out lavishly illustrated brochures that detailed a $245 million slum 
clearance and housing program.

The speech aimed to establish a comprehensive set of principles for 
a new housing program under Moses. The proposals were precise to 
the exact dimensions of the houses and their locations. It was a bold 
effort to overwhelm those present and the large radio audience that 
was expected to be listening to the talk over WNYC.

But no one listening to WNYC that night heard Moses. Someone 
had tipped off LaGuardia, and he pulled the plug on the broadcast. The 
next day, he explained that technical considerations had prompted 
WNYC to cancel coverage, but his message to his power-hungry parks 
commissioner could not be more clear. LaGuardia ridiculed Moses' 
housing plan as a beautiful printing job while privately instructing his 
Housing Committee to make sure that not one of Moses' ideas was 
adopted.^"*

Early in his administration, LaGuardia had protected Moses from 
Roosevelt because he valued Moses' skills and considered him an im
portant symbol of the city's independence. He also respected Moses'
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rare gifts as a planner and builder, but LaGuardia had no intention 
of arming his power-hungry commissioner with any more planning 
authority than he already had. For, unlike Moses, LaGuardia had come 
to understand that he had to balance city growth with other municipal 
imperatives. Fie also came to appreciate the profoundly disturbing ef
fect that Moses-type programs could have on city populations.

Moses' audacious plans and radical reconception of the city repre
sented a strong city-planning ethos. Fie welcomed the idea of imposing 
his vision on vast slabs of urban territory, on assembling properties 
and converting them into magnificent parks and spanning the waters 
with world-class bridges in the name of larger public purpose. Ulti
mately, of course, modernization programs—whether for parks, 
bridges, or highways—in a city as tightly settled as New York means 
assigning choices between competing uses, between people and busi
nesses, cars and trains, growth and shrinkage, the present and the 
future.

Moses viewed the cityscape as fluid, ever alterable, something for 
him to mold into an efficiently integrated whole. Once the experts 
agreed on the guiding principles, the rest was a question of raising 
the funds and engineering. He could understand that pressure groups, 
guided by their own blinkered interests, might try to obstruct modern
ization, but he had no sympathy for them. They must learn, he used 
to say, that you can't make omelets without cracking eggs, that you 
could not build a better city without disturbing established arrange
ments.

LaGuardia initially supported comprehensive planning as a way to 
harness expert architects and engineers to the exciting job of creating 
a better city, and reclaiming urban growth from the primitive chaos 
of laissez-faire thinking. The new 1938 charter, in the words of Wal
lace Sayre and Herbert Kaufman, charged the Gity Planning Commis
sion "with the adventurous responsibility for introducing innovation 
and rationality into the political processes of a city long accustomed 
to opportunistic bargaining among vested political and economic in
terests of great strength." LaGuardia did not trust Moses with this 
much power over New York's planning process, passing over the mer
curial commissioner to appoint New Deal brain truster Rexford Guy 
Tugwell as chairman of the City Planning Commission. Tugwell be
lieved that the city should be steered toward long-term stability in
stead of growth. He called for interspersing generous green belts be
tween residential areas to add beauty and a sense of human scale to 
the massive metropolis. With his commission, Tugwell spent more 
than a year and a half dividing the city into residential, manufacturing, 
and commercial sectors, and designing detailed land-use maps to guide
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city growth into the next decade. But while the charter assigned the 
commission broad responsibilities (preparing a master plan, zoning 
regulations, a capital budget, and a five-year capital program), it 
granted no authority to implement these plans.^^

Like all plans that make choices between conflicting possibilities, 
between jobs and beauty, between clean air and efficiency, between 
sunlight and profits, between individual freedom and the "common
weal," Tugwell's work raised strong objections. Real estate and com
mercial interests pressed LaGuardia to modify the plan. Only a fully 
committed LaGuardia could clear the way for Tugwell, and because 
ultimately the ethic of the planner conflicts with the ethic of the 
democratic politician, LaGuardia was far from committed. Without 
LaGuardia's protection, Tugwell's plan was eviscerated.

Fed up with his impossible task and LaGuardia's fading support, 
Tugwell accepted a White House offer to serve as the appointed gover
nor of Puerto Rico. That was the sort of power a planner needed. Eigh
teen months of finely detailed work and a strong planning point of 
view went with him. The new commission that replaced Tugwell's 
group limited itself to imposing restrictions on building heights and 
residential concentrations.^®

Planners and social critics may criticize Moses, Tugwell, or LaGuar
dia, but if they are to be taken seriously, they must answer this: How 
much control can a municipality cede to planners to fasten their own 
long-range vision upon the city outside the checking limits of demo
cratic politics? LaGuardia flourished in the hothouse of the present, 
the push and pull of elective politics. He learned that planning, like 
much else in urban government, involves mimicipal priorities and is 
open to debate and political wrangling. Ultimately, LaGuardia was not 
prepared to assign this power to master builders or brilliant techni
cians.

Walter Lippmann once said that LaGuardia took the human sympa
thy that had been the abiding strength of Tammany and infused it into 
the tradition of good government. He upgraded New York into a more 
modem city, a more honest city, a more humane city, a city that got 
out from under the thumb of the state to develop its own relationship 
with Washington. By undertaking a comprehensive program of feder
ally funded renovation, LaGuardia influenced the city's built environ
ment in ways no other mayor had. He brought his city wonderful 
things—hundreds of parks, pools, and playgrounds, thousands of new 
public housing imits, dozens of new medical facilities, world-class tun
nels, bridges, and airports, and even a World's Fair—but they were 
products of a political moment, when the Depression and LaGuardia's 
relationship with FDR opened new, but limited, possibilities for coop-
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eration between Washington and New York. Ultimately, however, 
these projects were designed in an atmosphere that focused on fighting 
an economic emergency, not on charting fimdamentally new urban 
policy.^^

When World War II put an end to these projects, LaGuardia realized 
that the city was on a treadmill. It could not pay for maintaining its 
own infrastructvue, much less plan its continued growth, without 
steady infusions of new federal funding. While the war was being won, 
LaGuardia readied detailed plans for a peacetime program of $1.25 
billion in federally funded public improvements for his city.

Again his plans were designed to meet an immediate need. It took 
him a long time to accept the idea that businesses were moving out 
of the city, that industry was declining, that growth could reach a 
strangulation point. His plans reflected none of this; they demon
strated instead the immediate needs of assuring jobs and houses and 
parks and police protection to the city's people. But the federal govern
ment was not prepared to spend as much in good times as it had 
spent during the Depression. And when the special era that had been 
cemented by an unusual personal relationship between the Fusion 
mayor and the New Deal president passed, the city was left with a 
style of expensive progressive government to which it had become 
accustomed, but which it would only now have to get used to support
ing largely on its own.^®

When LaGuardia left office, Rexford Tugwell, who once described 
Fiorello as one of the few men of his generation of truly presidential 
mettle, was disappointed in the state of the city. The budget was un
balanced, the streets were dirty, and the schools were crowded. "The 
whole of the City's machinery," he wrote, "was breaking down from 
sheer lack of funds." In the end, plaimers and realists both had to 
contend with the problem of limits, of how much the citizens of the 
city, whose service ultimately legitimized the efforts, were willing to 
pay for better futures for themselves and their children.^®

Many of the other essays in this volume focus on structural change. 
Well into the third decade of the "new social history," it is not neces
sary to state the argument that plain people and large processes need 
to be factored into any serious historical equation. But there are times 
when the historical context is swiftly altered, opening up broad oppor
tunities for individual salience. The Depression was such a time. It 
created opportunities for sweeping change both on the federal and local 
level. It took a Franklin Roosevelt to make a New Deal of the national 
opportimity, and it took a Fiorello LaGuardia to reshape New York.
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Herbert Hoover and Jimmy Walker could not have done it. And once 
LaGuardia's second administration completed the initial agenda for 
progressive reform, even he could not sustain the level of transforming 
activity.

But between 1934 and 1939 with the hopes of the people focused 
on him, with his open access to Washington, with his ability to attract 
the best and the brightest to city government, with his audacious poli
tics and insistent will, LaGuardia was able to use the moment to per
manently alter the scope of municipal government. And unlike the 
mayors who followed him, he was also able to use Robert Moses and 
control him, to make the most of this moment.
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